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Summary 

 

This thesis examines the development of an Irish identity in the 

early medieval period. It covers roughly three centuries, from 600 

to 919, and it focuses for the most part on the formation of an 

Irish political identity, as expressed most clearly in the idea of a 

kingship of all-Ireland. It also explores more general questions of 

identity in Ireland at this time, with specific reference to the 

complex relationship between ‘Irishness’ and ‘Gaelicness’. 

In Chapter I it shows, based on an analysis of Old Irish and 

Latin literary works, that the idea of a common identity centred 

on co-habitation of the island of Ireland dates back at least to the 

time of Columbanus, and a king of Ireland figure, who was to 

rule over these people, was being envisioned from at least as 

early as the seventh century, as seen for example in the works of 

Adomnán. But this king of Ireland was not just limited to works 

of literature, and the title was given to contemporary kings like 

Loingsech mac Óengusso, who more than likely was aware of the 

designation and approved of its usage. The conception of an all-

Ireland polity was expressed in the ecclesiastical sphere as well, 

with both Kildare and Armagh claiming an archbishopric which 

extended over the entire island in works that have also been dated 

to this formative century. Contrary to popular belief however, the 

latter church did not create the idea of a kingship of Ireland as 

this conception can be found in numerous sources of varying 

regional provenance, sources that are probably contemporaneous 

with – if not older than – the earliest works that we possess from 

Armagh, and as such show that the idea of an Irish political 

identity was widely diffused from an early stage. 

Despite a 160 year gap in AU between the acclamations of 

Loingsech mac Óengusso and Máel Sechnaill as kings of Ireland, 

writers and rulers alike continued to be influenced by this 

conception, and some of the latter quite possibly sought to 
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exercise power on an all-Ireland basis, a suggestion more fully 

explored in Chapter II. Carolingian sources are also analysed in 

this chapter and this thesis suggests that this material, which has 

been largely ignored by Irish political historians, sheds much 

light on the political affairs and international standing of 

Ireland’s most powerful kings. 

It is argued in Chapter III that the Vikings had a profound 

impact on Irish self-perception, and the permanent settlements 

they established precipitated a move away from geographically-

based terms of ethnic identity like fir Érenn and towards words 

like Goídil, which had initially been a linguistic term. However, 

the meaning of Goídil was transformed in this period, becoming 

one half of an ethnic dichotomy and contrasted with Gaill, the 

term applied to the Viking incomers, and, after 1169, to English 

settlers. This testifies to the longevity and evident popularity of 

this binary division, which persisted in the minds of the literati 

despite centuries of intermarriage and assimilation across this 

ethnic divide. However, despite this shift in terminology towards 

Goídil, the term fir Érenn was still used to describe the Irish 

political community, which was still envisioned as being led by a 

king of Ireland. Indeed, this position also appears to have taken 

on a newfound sense of purpose in the face of the Viking threat 

and was not superseded by the idea of an all-encompassing 

Gaelic political identity which straddled the North Channel. 

Instead, the continued existence of the kingship of Ireland as 

the apical political office on the island, it is argued, shows that 

the shift towards more Gaelic-based terms of identity was not 

primarily concerned with affirming and reinforcing the close 

cultural ties between the British and Irish Goídil, but was instead 

aimed mainly at an Irish audience, being in many cases geared 

specifically to reinforce a distinctively Gaelic sense of ‘Irishness’ 

in the face of the new predominantly Scandinavian culture 

brought by the Vikings. This can be seen most clearly in the 

explosion of origin myth material that was being written in 
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Ireland at this time, a genre that was almost exclusively 

concerned with the affairs of the island of Ireland and its 

successive waves of invaders, which culminated in its final 

settlement by the ancestors of the Goídil. This scheme thus 

refused to recognise the recent Viking settlements as legitimate 

and viewed the Gaelic settlement of Britain as only of secondary 

interest.  

Therefore, this thesis suggests the existence of an imaginary 

barrier not only between the Goídil and the Gaill, but also to a 

degree between the two halves of Gaeldom, which even as far 

back as Adomnán’s time had been clearly demarcated from each 

other. Despite their shared cultural and genealogical horizons, 

they subscribed to different geographically based political 

identities, a division which has persisted through to the modern 

era.    
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Introduction 

 

This thesis is a study of the changing nature of identity in both 

the political and cultural spheres in Ireland during the formative 

centuries of the early medieval period, framed at one end by the 

dating of the earliest extant letter of Columbanus, and at the other 

by the death of Níall Glúndub, overking of the Uí Néill and 

claimant to the kingship of Ireland, in battle against the Vikings 

in 919. The use of these dates as parameters is justified in the 

former case by the fact that the letters of Columbanus represent 

the oldest surviving works written by an Irish person which 

express a clear notion of an Irish identity, as seen in the famous 

passage where he describes his countrymen as the ‘ultimi 

habitatores mundi’.1 In the latter case, it is justified by the 

assertion made by the annals that Níall led the Goídil into battle, 

the first king said to have done so, reflecting the increased 

importance of Gaelic identity in the aftermath of Viking 

settlement and foreshadowing the decisive role that this identity 

would play in Irish self-perception for the rest of the medieval 

period and beyond. Furthermore, Níall’s death in many ways 

marks the beginning of a new era in Irish politics, marked by 

increasing centralisation and the growing economic importance 

of the Viking towns, developments which merit a dedicated 

analysis in and of themselves.2 

Before addressing the key themes of this study however it 

may be useful to define the precise meaning of the terminology 

that will be employed throughout it. For example, despite the 

usage of many eminent scholars in the field, the term ‘Irish’ will 

not be used to describe the Gaelic community of Dál Riata 

situated in what is now western Scotland, which in the sources 

                                                 
1 G.S.M. Walker (ed. and trans.), Sancti Columbani Opera (Dublin, 1957), p. 
xxxvi, Ep. V.3, pp 38–9.  
2 For a recent study of this period, see Ronan Mulhaire, Kingship, lordship and 
resistance: a study of power in eleventh- and twelfth-century Ireland 
(unpublished PhD thesis, TCD, 2019). 
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retains a decidedly ‘British’ air.3 Instead, ‘Irish’ will be used in 

what might be more accurately described as a ‘Hibernian’ sense, 

being restricted to persons, places and things that can be 

explicitly connected with the island of Ireland. Thus, the 

settlements made in sub-Roman Britain shall still be referred to 

as ‘Irish settlements’ as it is quite clear that those involved came 

directly from Ireland. Admittedly, emigration from Ireland in this 

early period may have also been the origin of Dál Riata, but 

whereas the settlements made elsewhere appear to have been 

assimilated at an early stage, Dál Riata expanded and prospered, 

its people developing a somewhat separate identity as the Scotti 

Britanniae.4 However, for ease of reference, the language which 

was known in its vernacular as Goídelc and which was common 

to both sides of the North Channel shall be referred to as Old 

Irish, adhering to standard practice. 

This leads us to the word Goídil itself – a term preserved in 

Modern Irish as ‘Gael’ – which is much harder to precisely 

define. Indeed, in the period examined by this thesis the term can 

be used in a linguistic, cultural and a wider ‘ethnic’ sense, as well 

as being used, on occasion, to describe a political community. In 

the latter two senses though its usage is frequently limited to 

Ireland, again suggesting that, despite their shared language and 

culture, the Goídil of northern Britain were excluded from the 

Irish political community, a topic which shall be discussed 

further below.5 The final term which can be used to describe the 

inhabitants of Ireland in this period is the word ‘Scotti’, which 

                                                 
3 For recent examples of this translation, see Elva Johnston, Literacy and 
Identity in early medieval Ireland (Woodbridge, 2013), p. 87; Dáibhí Ó 
Cróinín, Early medieval Ireland: 400–1200 (first edition, Harlow, 1995; 
second edition, Abingdon, 2017), p. 72; for further discussion on this see 
Chapter I Section 4.2 below. 
4 According to Charles-Edwards, these other settlements in western Britain 
were absorbed by c. 600, for which see Thomas Charles-Edwards, Wales and 
the Britons 350–1064 (Oxford, 2013), p. 174; for the controversial view that 
the Scotti of Dál Riata were autochthonous, see Ewan Campbell, ‘Were the 
Scots Irish?’, Antiquity 75 (June 2001), 285–92; for a response to this article 
see Alex Woolf, ‘Ancient kindred? Dál Riata and the Cruthin’ [article only 
available on academia.edu]. 
5 See Chapter III Section 4.3 below. 
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has been frequently treated as the Latin equivalent of Goídil.6 

However, as the word Goídil was itself a borrowing from the Old 

Welsh language, and possibly only entered Old Irish in the late 

seventh century or even later, one should be wary of considering 

the two as synonyms, especially for the earlier part of the period 

in question.7 Admittedly, treating Scotti and Goídil as separate 

and non-related terms could be viewed as hyper-sceptical and is 

not without its own share of problems, as can be seen in the 

consistent references to the Old Irish language in Latin as ‘lingua 

scotica’ in early sources.8 But, as Scotti appears for the first time 

in Latin sources at least three hundred years before the adoption 

of Goídil, and as some sources do provide Old Irish derivatives 

of the former, it would be unwise to view the pair as exact 

synonyms until the ninth century, and as such in the earlier 

chapters of this thesis Scotti is for the most part left untranslated.9 

However, this decision to consciously separate the two terms was 

                                                 
6 See for example F.J. Byrne, IKHK, p. 255, p. 257; Edel Bhreathnach, 
‘Temoria: Caput Scottorum?’ Ériu 47 (1996), 67–88, 67; Patrick Wadden, 
‘The first English invasion: Irish responses to the Northumbrian attack on 
Brega, 684’, Ríocht na Midhe 21 (2010), 1–33, 5. 
7 Paul Russell, ‘“What was best of every language”: the early history of the 
Irish language’, NHI vol I, pp 405–50, pp 407–8. However, the precise dating 
of this borrowing has proven controversial, though for a list of relevant works 
on the subject, see Russell, ‘“What was best”’, p. 408, n. 11; for the argument 
that Goídil may have only entered Old Irish in the late eighth century, see 
Patrick Sims-Williams, ‘The emergence of Old Welsh, Cornish and Breton 
orthography, 600–800: the evidence of archaic Old Welsh’, BBCS 38 (1991), 
20–86, 72 n. 4. 
8 For example, see Ludwig Bieler (ed. and trans.), ‘Tírechán’, idem (ed.), The 
Patrician texts in the Book of Armagh (Dublin, 1979), pp 123–63; § 26.19, pp 
144–5, §34, pp 150–1; §4, pp 126–7; for the numerous references to lingua 
scotica in the Vita Columbae, see the entry ‘Irish language’ in the general 
index to Alan O. Anderson & Marjorie O. Anderson (eds and trans), 
Adomnán’s Life of Columba (first edition, Edinburgh, 1961; second edition 
revised by Marjorie Anderson, Oxford, 1991), p. 252. 
9 Philip Rance, ‘Epiphanius of Salamis and the Scotti: new evidence for Late 
Roman-Irish relations’, Britannia 43 (2012), 227–242; for examples of the 
term Scotti being rendered into Old Irish, see Whitley Stokes, John Strachan 
(ed. and trans.), ‘Fiacc’s Hymn’, eidem (eds), Thesaurus Palaeohibernicus: a 
collection of Old-Irish glosses, scholia, prose and verse; Volume II: Non-
biblical glosses and scholia, Old-Irish prose, names of persons and places, 
inscriptions, verse, indexes (Cambridge, 1903), pp 308–321, p. 316; J.H. Todd, 
‘Duan Eireannach’, [henceforth to be referred to as ‘Can a mbunadas na 
nGáedel?’], idem (ed.), Leabhar Breathnach annso sis: The Irish version of 
the Historia Brittonum of Nennius (Dublin, 1848), pp 220–271, pp 222–3; 
Kevin Murray (ed. and trans.), Baile in Scáil: “The Phantom’s Frenzy” 
(London, 2004), §46, p. 43. 
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hindered somewhat by the practices of British and Continental 

sources, which almost exclusively refer to the people of Ireland 

as Scotti.10 Thus, where the term applies in these sources to a 

person who more than likely has come from the island of Ireland, 

it has been found necessary to translate this term as ‘Irish’, 

though when it applies to a person whose origins remain 

unknown it has been left untranslated. Similarly, though the 

Classical Latin term Hibernia was sometimes used in these 

sources to describe Ireland, the island was more often than not 

referred to as Scotia, and as such this word is invariably 

translated as ‘Ireland’.11 This more precise treatment of the 

terminology used by the sources, it is hoped, will help draw out 

the subtle nuances of Irish self-perception and its evolution over 

the course of these three centuries. 

A focus on the development of Irish self-identity also 

necessitated a largely chronological, rather than thematic, 

approach to the thesis, an approach which was challenged at 

points by the uncertain date of many of the texts under discussion, 

a problem which shall be returned to shortly. Nonetheless, 

despite this and several other flaws inherent to the chronological 

approach, it also held several major advantages, not least in terms 

of structure, as it allowed for a neat division of three chapters, 

                                                 
10 For the prevalence of ‘gentilic’ rather than geographic titles for kings in the 
Frankish sources, see for example, RFA, s.a. 812, 813, pp 94–6; for the Latin 
original of the text, see ARF, s.a. 812, 813, pp 136–9; Johannes Fried, ‘Gens 
und regnum: Wahrnehmungs- und Deutungskategorien politischen Wandels in 
früheren Mittelalter: Bemerkungen zur doppelten Theoriebindung des 
Historikers’, Jürgen Mietke, Klaus Schreiner (eds) Sozialer Wandel im 
Mittelalter: Wahrnehmungsformen, Erklärungsmuster, 
Regelungsmechanismen (Sigmaringen, 1994), pp 73–104. 
11For examples of Scotia and Hibernia being explicitly equated, see Stephen 
Allott (ed. and trans.), Alcuin of York c. 732 to 804: his life and letters (York, 
1974), Ep. 41  pp 53–4; Ernst Dümmler (ed.), ‘Alcvini sive Albini epistolae’, 
idem (ed.), MGH, Epistolae Vol. IV: Epistolae Karolini Aevi (II) (Berlin, 
1895), pp 1–481, §101, p. 147; RFA, s.a. 812, pp 94–5; ARF, s.a. 812, pp 136–
7; Jacques-Paul Migne (ed.), Patrologia Latina 131 (Paris, 1853), col. 1101; 
however cf. Archibald Duncan, who believed that Bede may have applied the 
term Scotia to Argyll; Archibald A.M. Duncan, ‘Bede, Iona, and the Picts’, 
R.H.C. Davis, J.M. Wallace-Hadrill et al. (eds), The writing of history in the 
middle ages: essays presented to Richard William Southern (Oxford, 1981), 
pp 1–42, p. 3. 
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each dealing for the most part with one of the three centuries that 

were analysed. Of course, the historian should be wary of falling 

into the trap of periodization, and the divisions being made 

should always be treated as artificial constructs. Yet, the deaths 

within a year of each other of Loingsech mac Óengusso and 

Adomnán in the early eighth century do in many ways mark the 

end of the formative era of Irish identity – especially in the 

political sphere – making it the ideal end-point for the first 

chapter.12 Indeed, this thesis – which also examines wider 

questions of identity and the enigmatic relationship between 

Ireland and Gaelic Alba – for the most part engages with ideas of 

political identity, which are manifested most strikingly in the 

concept of a kingship of all Ireland. 

This approach has been dictated to a large degree by the 

nature of the surviving source material, which focuses on the 

actions and ideologies of the island’s elites. While it is something 

of a truism to state the bias in our extant sources towards the 

upper echelons of society, this should nonetheless be borne in 

mind at all times when dealing with issues of identity, as our 

sources preserve the viewpoints of only a small minority of the 

island’s inhabitants and say very little about the thoughts of the 

common man, to say nothing about women, whose opinions are 

chronically under-represented in sources across the Middle Ages, 

regardless of social status. Therefore, speaking of these texts as 

representing the views of the Irish as a whole is untenable and 

should be avoided. Indeed, it should also be noted that any given 

source may simply represent the political views of the writer in 

question, and one should be careful about constructing the 

opinions of society at large from a single surviving source. 

Nonetheless, this thesis will attempt to analyse the ideological 

underpinnings of the kingship of Ireland concept, charting its 

development over time and examining what rights and 

                                                 
12 AU, 703.2, 704.2, pp 162–3. 
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responsibilities this figure was supposed to have had. 

Furthermore, this thesis will also investigate whether historical 

kings of this era also pursued this goal and, if so, how they 

sought to achieve recognition as the island’s predominant king. 

This discussion is more fully fleshed out in Chapters II and III 

and it is submitted there that, despite the gap of nearly 160 years 

between the acclamations of Loingsech mac Óengusso and Máel 

Sechnaill as kings of Ireland in their annalistic obits, the 

intervening kings were far from idle in their attempts to exercise 

power on an all-Ireland basis, even if they lacked the vigour of 

their late ninth- and early tenth-century counterparts in this 

regard.13 Yet even so, the annalistic evidence of kings enacting – 

or attempting to enact at any rate – ecclesiastical laws on an 

interprovincial basis in this century, alongside the frequent 

records of military expeditions launched by the more rapacious 

kings like Donnchad Midi, attest to an ambition on the part of the 

most powerful kings to assert their authority over their provincial 

rivals.14 

However, one must cast a cynical eye over all of this, and it is 

of course possible that these kings were simply interested in 

booty and tribute – as well as fines received through the violation 

of ecclesiastical cánai – rather than ideology or the welfare of the 

Church. Yet the ideological and pragmatic concerns of the king 

need not have been mutually exclusive, and it is quite possible 

that these rulers took their social and religious responsibilities 

very seriously, despite the numerous battles they fought or the 

murders they committed. This is well illustrated in a passage of 

the eighth- or ninth-century Vita Sancti Ruadani, and though this 

particular passage has admittedly been treated as the work of a 

later interpolator by several scholars, it is possible nonetheless 

that it may simply represent a more elaborate version of a tale 

which was already present in the text’s earliest phase, meaning 

                                                 
13 See Chapter II Sections 1 & 3 and Chapter III Sections 1 & 2 below.  
14 See Chapter II Section 1.5 below. 
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the viewpoint expressed could well reflect that of the original 

composition.15 With this in mind, it is interesting to note that in 

this Vita the eponymous saint encounters Diarmait mac Cerbaill, 

who seems to be implicitly acknowledged as king of Ireland and 

who is said to have made peace ‘in tota Hibernia’, mirroring the 

annalistic accounts of the promulgation of cánai and indicating 

the island-wide nature of his authority.16 

However, Ruadán is forced to confront Diarmait over the 

latter’s treatment of Áed, a man placed under the saint’s 

protection, and this confrontation ends in a heated exchange at 

Tara where both sides trade prophecies and curses. In the midst 

of this, Diarmait is made to outline the author’s conception of the 

king of Ireland’s role in society when he says: ‘Ego iustitiam 

reipuplice defendo, ut in omni loco pax fiat (I defend the justice 

of the respublica, that peace might be made everywhere)’.17 Such 

an assertion casts light on one of the main functions of a king as 

perceived at the time: that of peacemaker. In addition, Diarmait 

also asserts that he is an upholder of truth – further highlighting 

the importance attached to the king’s role as a judge – and he also 

displays his generosity, one of the most desirable traits in an 

early Irish king, by distributing the horses given to him by 

Ruadán amongst his fellow kings.18 Yet, despite this evident 

commitment to the responsibilities of his office, Diarmait is still 

determined to further his own ends by killing Áed and disobeying 

the saint’s commands, and is only persuaded to spare him by the 

miraculous payment of compensation, a clear indication that 

                                                 
15 Richard Sharpe, Medieval Irish Saints’ Lives: an introduction to Vitae 
Sanctorum Hiberniae (Oxford, 1991), pp 331–2; Judyta Szaciłło, ‘The Life of 
St Ruadán and the cursing of Tara’, Quest 6 (Spring 2009), 45–60, 55–7. 
16 William W. Heist (ed.), ‘Vita Sancti Ruadani, abbatis de Lothra’, idem (ed.), 
Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae: ex codice olim Salmanticensi nunc Bruxellensi 
(Brussels, 1965), pp 160–167, §12, p. 163; for an example of a cáin being 
promulgated across all of Ireland, see Chapter II Section 1.1 below. 
17 Heist, ‘Vita S. Ruadani’, §12, p. 165. 
18 For the traits considered desirable in a king, see Kuno Meyer (ed. and trans.), 
The Instructions of King Cormac MacAirt (Dublin, 1909); Meyer dated this 
text, known to modern audiences as Tecosca Cormaic, to the first half of ninth 
century, making it roughly contemporaneous with the Life of Ruadán, for 
which see Meyer, The Instructions, p. xi. 
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kings could pursue both practical and ideological objectives 

simultaneously.      

That historical kings also perceived of their office in a similar 

way to Diarmait in this tale can be illustrated by the notable 

example of the rígdál that was convened in 859 by Máel 

Sechnaill and the ecclesiastical heads of Armagh and Clonard, to 

‘make peace and amity between the men of Ireland (ic denum 

sidha ⁊ caincomraicc fer n-Érenn)’. This clearly shows that, even 

if the passage in the Vita Ruadani is a later interpolation, the 

concerns it reflects are nonetheless still pertinent to ninth-century 

society.19 Moreover, this ‘royal conference’ also appears to have 

cemented Máel Sechnaill’s place as the most powerful king in 

Ireland, as at it the king of Osraige broke away from his Viking 

allies and had his kingdom attached to the Uí Néill king’s sphere 

of influence, in the process confirming the latter’s domination of 

Munster.20 Therefore, by hosting this meeting which was 

approved of by senior Church figures – though admittedly 

Church figures with close links to the Uí Néill – and which 

furthered his own political position, Máel Sechnaill was in effect 

killing two birds with one stone. Such interconnected motives 

illustrate the complexity that lay behind a king’s decision-making 

process, and to attribute all of his actions to greed and a lust for 

power would be to miss the bigger picture, which can only be 

glimpsed by reading the more ‘historically’ minded sources like 

the annals alongside the more ‘literary’ works of the period like 

the saga-texts, creating the integrated narrative that is needed to 

understand the workings of Irish identity in both theory and 

practice. 

Of course, the sources contained within these two 

overarching categories are not without their problems and 

scholarly controversies. For example, the process of compilation 

which underlies the whole body of Irish annals has been the 

                                                 
19 AU, 859.3, pp 316–7. 
20 For more on the career of Máel Sechnaill see Chapter III Section I below. 
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subject of intense debate and scrutiny in recent years – especially 

with regard to the so-called ‘Chronicle of Ireland’ – epitomized 

by the works of Nicholas Evans and Daniel Mc Carthy, and what 

was once thought relatively secure is now contested.21 However, 

though Mc Carthy raises some valid points, scholarly consensus 

– the present author included – has tended to side with the work 

of Evans, to which the reader is directed for a more 

thoroughgoing analysis of the issues at hand.22 A brief summary 

of his arguments nonetheless shall be given here. Pace Mc 

Carthy, Evans agrees that a single annalistic text – i.e. the 

‘Chronicle of Ireland’ – which was composed on Iona from the 

earliest days of that monastery to c. 740 before being transferred 

to an unknown ecclesiastical centre in the Irish midlands, 

underlies the vast majority of our extant annalistic information 

until the year 911, when the ‘Chronicle’ comes to an end and is 

succeeded by its various daughter-texts.23 Thus, this source is of 

immense value for the period under discussion and is the ultimate 

source of much of our information on the political dealings of 

Ireland’s most prominent kings. However, the ‘Chronicle’ itself 

can only be retrieved through these daughter-texts, which have 

gone through various phases of interpolation and redaction.24 

Therefore, despite the magnificent efforts of Charles-Edwards in 

reconstructing a hypothetical ‘Chronicle of Ireland’, the 

                                                 
21 Daniel Mc Carthy, The Irish annals: their genesis, evolution and history 
(Dublin, 2008); Nicholas Evans, The present and the past in medieval Irish 
chronicles (Woodbridge, 2010). 
22 Roy Flechner, ‘The Chronicle of Ireland: then and now’, Early medieval 
Europe 21/4 (Nov. 2013), 422–54, 426–7; Thomas Charles-Edwards, ‘review 
of Daniel Mc Carthy, The Irish annals: their genesis, evolution and history’, 
Studia Hibernica 36 (2009–10), 207–210; Nicholas Evans, ‘McCarthy, The 
Irish Annals’, The Medieval Review (9 April 2009). 
23 Kathleen Hughes, Early Christian Ireland: introduction to the sources 
(London, 1972), pp 97–159, especially pp 101–107; Nicholas Evans, The 
present and the past in medieval Irish chronicles (Woodbridge, 2010), pp 2–3. 
24 Thomas Charles- Edwards, The Chronicle of Ireland vol. I (Liverpool, 
2006), pp 6–7; for a case-study of this process, see David Dumville, ‘the 
peculiarity of the Annals of Tigernach, A.D. 489–766: the Clonmacnoise 
redaction of the Chronicle of Ireland’, Kathryn Grabowski, David Dumville 
(eds), Chronicles and Annals of Mediaeval Ireland and Wales: The 
Clonmacnoise-group texts (Woodbridge, 1984), pp 109–152.    
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artificiality of this construct and its somewhat arbitrary nature – 

something that Charles-Edwards himself was the first to admit – 

means that his edition has not been treated as the principal source 

of annalistic material for this thesis, though extensive use of it is 

still made.25 Instead, AU, the daughter-text generally thought to 

preserve the most ‘authentic’ reading of the ‘Chronicle’, is used 

in this capacity. This does not mean that AU was lacking in bias, 

as can be seen in the partiality towards Armagh evident in 

portions of the surviving text. Yet on the whole, AU – and most 

other compilations for that matter – are remarkably restrained and 

rarely pass judgement on events. As Roy Flechner puts it, if there 

were any expressions of partisanship in the Chronicle of Ireland, 

they were ‘so subtle that they cannot be taken to identify the 

Chronicle clearly with one political camp or another.’26 

Of course, no set of annals was exhaustive in its recording of 

the events that happened across the island in a given year, but by 

cross-referencing the account preserved in AU with other extant 

annals, most notably AI, CS, AFM and AT, and bearing in mind 

the individual flaws of each source, we can build a relatively 

holistic picture of the affairs of Ireland’s major kings, the main 

subjects of this thesis. There are, however, noteworthy areas, like 

Munster and Connacht for example, which suffer from poor or 

inconsistent coverage in the annals for the early Middle Ages, 

something especially pronounced in the case of the former. But, 

this can be somewhat rectified through the use of literary works 

that appear to emanate from a Munster milieu like the group of 

texts centred on the exploits of Conall Corc, and though these 

tales are set in Ireland’s pre-Patrician past, they can in fact shed 

much light on contemporary political perspectives and aspirations 

in the southern province, most notably in its assertion of a 

                                                 
25 Thomas Charles- Edwards, The Chronicle of Ireland, p. 1. 
26 Flechner, ‘The Chronicle of Ireland’, 441; Charles-Edwards, The Chronicle 
of Ireland, p. 7. 
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kingship of Ireland based at Cashel rather than Tara.27 Being able 

to glimpse this alternative theory of the central-place of Irish 

kingship should serve to remind us that perceptions across early 

medieval Ireland were never uniform or monolithic, and different 

regions and provinces, in the absence of a strong and centralized 

bureaucratic state, were bound to have differences of opinion, 

especially when it came to political issues.28 Yet what is truly 

remarkable is the fact that, though its ‘seat’ was disputed, the 

very idea and conception of a kingship of Ireland was not, and it 

can be found in sources of varying provenance all across the 

island. Such an idea, therefore, cannot be said to have been solely 

the preserve of propagandists based at Armagh, as so often has 

been claimed.29  

Admittedly, dealing with literary sources brings with it a new 

host of problems, not least in terms of dating, intended audience 

and the purpose of the text. The former especially has caused 

numerous problems throughout this thesis, as it has on occasion 

proved impossible to give a precise date to several of the works 

in question, and many of the dates that have been suggested by 

the editors of these texts have been put forward tentatively and 

are open to debate and criticism, as most of these scholars have 

openly acknowledged. Therefore, some of the sources analysed 

in this thesis may have been placed in the incorrect chronological 

chapter and have thus been discussed outside of their proper 

context. This uncertainty has been exacerbated by a lack of 

modern critical editions for many of these texts, and as a result, 

dates proposed over a century ago, when the study of Old Irish 

linguistics was still a relatively new discipline, have been only 

                                                 
27 For more on these texts see Chapter II Section 5.2. 
28 For the view that nation-states could not have emerged before the early-
modern period for these reasons, see Benedict Anderson, Imagined 
Communities: reflections on the origin and spread of Nationalism (first edition, 
London & New York, 1983; this edition, London & New York, 2006), passim.    
29 Byrne, IKHK, p. 35, p. 20; Máire Herbert, ‘Sea-divided Gaels? Constructing 
relationships between Irish and Scots c. 800–1169’, Brendan Smith (ed.), 
Britain and Ireland 900–1300: Insular responses to medieval European 
change (Cambridge, 1999), pp 87–97, p. 89. 
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tentatively and reluctantly accepted in many cases. However, 

attempts have been made to ameliorate this problem by pointing 

out where dates have been contested and, in the case of some 

sources like the Vita Tripartita – the date of which has been 

vigorously debated for decades and which may in fact have been 

composed in the decades after Níall Glúndub’s death – it has 

been thought best to omit discussion altogether.30 

However, where there is general consensus that a source that 

has been redacted in a later century contains an earlier, 

discernible stratum – as is the case with Baile in Scáil and Cath 

Maige Tuired for example – these have been included, though 

with the proviso that their political aspirations may reflect those 

of a later time rather than the period in question.31 Indeed, due to 

the fact that almost all of the sources analysed here are preserved 

in the great Irish miscellanies of the later Middle Ages or in 

early-modern copies, there is always the danger of redaction or 

interpolation by a later scribe, and to the political historian of this 

period this is especially pertinent in the case of powerful rulers 

like the kings of Tara and Cashel, who in many cases have been 

retroactively given titles which they themselves may not have 

claimed. This was noted almost a century ago by Eoin MacNeill, 

who has rightly been called ‘the founding father of the scientific 

study of early Irish history.’32 MacNeill attributed these 

interpolations – which were inserted mainly to create the image 

of an immemorial kingship of Ireland – to what he termed the 
                                                 
30 For the ongoing controversy about the various strata of this source and its 
textual history, see David Dumville, ‘The dating of the Tripartite Life of St 
Patrick’, David Dumville (ed.), Saint Patrick, A.D. 493–1993 (Woodbridge, 
1993), pp 255–9; Frederic Mac Donncha, ‘Dáta Vita Tripartita Sancti Patricii’, 
Éigse 18 (1980), 125–42; Kenneth Jackson, ‘The date of the Tripartite Life of 
St. Patrick’, ZCP 41 (1986), 5–45; F.J. Byrne, Pádraig Francis, ‘Two lives of 
Saint Patrick: Vita Secunda and Vita Quarta, JRSAI 124 (1994), 5–117, 6–7; 
Pádraig Ó Riain, ‘When and why Cothraige was first equated with Patricius?’, 
ZCP 49/50 (1997), 698–711; Gearóid Mac Eoin, ‘The dating of Middle Irish 
texts’, Proceedings of the British Academy 68 (1983), 109–137, 127–36; 
Máire Herbert, ‘Sea-divided Gaels?’, Brendan Smith (ed.), Britain and Ireland 
900–1300, p. 97; Charles-Edwards, ECI, pp 11–13, pp 438–40. 
31 For a discussion of these texts see Chapter II Sections 4.2 and 4.3 below. 
32 Donnchadh Ó Corráin, Introduction to the 1981 reprint of Eoin MacNeill, 
Celtic Ireland (first published Dublin, 1921), p. iii. 
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‘synthetic historians’, who were mostly active in the Middle Irish 

period, beyond the scope of this thesis. Though MacNeill rather 

harshly asserts that this process of revision ‘appealed to the 

uncritical spirit of the time’, it is clear that such works were in 

fact produced to further the political agendas of the tenth to the 

twelfth centuries, which witnessed the rise of large-scale warfare 

as the provincial kings all sought to be recognised as king of 

Ireland. 

These synthesized historical accounts thus provided 

legitimacy and political ammunition to the respective claimants, 

and were not merely used to fill ‘the void of “blank time”’ as 

MacNeill puts it, though the importance of his observation that 

this rewriting was done partially to connect Irish history to the 

universal history of the Bible and to give the Irish a history 

stretching back to the Creation cannot be overstated.33 

Nonetheless, the work of these synthetic historians means that 

any reference to an all-Ireland kingship must be treated with 

caution, and may belong to a later stage in the text’s transmission. 

Yet it would be overzealous to dismiss every reference to an Irish 

kingship as the work of a later redactor, and it is clear that such 

an idea was in fact of venerable antiquity, as can be seen in the 

Vita Columbae of Adomnán, which is preserved in an early 

eighth-century manuscript and which famously acclaims 

Diarmait mac Cerbaill as ruler of Ireland.34 Clearly, the kingship 

of Ireland was important to contemporaries, even if it did not yet 

have the impressive veneer of pseudo-history that it would later 

acquire. 

However, it should also be noted that the modern distinction 

between history and pseudo-history did not apply in the early 

medieval period, and neither did the rigours of modern scientific 

historical study championed by MacNeill; what mattered to an 

early medieval audience was not the ‘facts’ of a story, but its 

                                                 
33 MacNeill, Celtic Ireland, p. 41. 
34 For more on this acclamation, see Chapter I Section 4.3 below. 
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essential ‘truth’. For example, while the number of the sons of 

Míl, the first of the ‘Goidelic’ conquerors of the island, fluctuated 

alarmingly over the course of numerous retellings of the origin 

myth, the fundamental truth of the story, that the Goídil were not 

autochthonous and had been present in Egypt at the same time as 

the Israelites – thus drawing them into the Old Testament 

narrative of history – remained the same. Therefore, pseudo-

historical texts that can be securely dated to this period like 

Historia Brittonum and Máel Muru’s poem ‘Can a mbunadas na 

nGáedel?’ can provide a wealth of information on how the 

literati conceptualised Irish identity, reflected both in the 

ancestry they were given and in the places and peoples they were 

made to encounter in their wanderings.35 

In creating this pseudo-historical origin myth, Irish writers 

were not working in isolation. As we have seen, the Bible was at 

the heart of this narrative, and to this was added the Greco-

Roman framework of world history and geography, which these 

writers found in the works of authors like Orosius and Isidore. 

Additionally, the influence of their neighbours in Britain and on 

the Continent should not be discounted, and these peoples quite 

possibly played a larger role in the creation of this narrative than 

has usually been acknowledged.36 However, though this 

collection of tales shall be generally referred to in this thesis as 

the Irish origin myth, admittedly a case could be made for re-

naming it as the ‘Gaelic’ origin myth, as the term Goídil is 

frequently employed by the authors of these texts. Nevertheless, 

the settlement of the Goídil in Britain, if it is even referred to at 

all, is of only minor importance to the stories, while the 

settlement of Ireland is undoubtedly the authors’ main focus, as 

can be seen in ‘can a mbunadas na nGáedel?’, where the 
                                                 
35 For more on the Irish origin myth, see Chapter III Section 4.1 below. 
36 However, for a recent comparative analysis of Irish and Carolingian origin 
myths, see Michael Clarke, ‘The Leabhar Gabhála and Carolingian origin 
legends’, Immo Warntjes, Pádraic Moran, (eds), Early Medieval Ireland and 
Europe: Chronology, Contacts, Scholarship, a Festschrift for Dáibhí Ó 
Cróinín (Turnhout, 2015), pp 441–79; see Chapter III Section 4.1 below. 
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division of the island and the recital of the Milesian ancestry of 

its major dynasties form a large proportion of its stanzas.37  

Therefore, as the ‘promised land’ of these settlers is 

unequivocally stated to have been Ireland, the use of Irish-based 

terminology is justified in this particular instance. Nonetheless, 

the increased usage of Goídil and related terms in the sources 

from the ninth century onwards is noteworthy, and it is surely no 

coincidence that this upsurge occurred at the same time as the 

Vikings first began to permanently settle in Ireland, as is 

discussed in Chapter III.38 Indeed, the Vikings appear to have had 

a large impact on the development of Irish identity, and one 

reason for this seems to be that the permanent presence on the 

island of this ‘alien’ community undermined the use of fir Érenn, 

the previously dominant collective term for the people of Ireland 

found extensively in the sources of the seventh and eighth 

centuries, when references to the Goídil were exceedingly rare, 

though not wholly absent.39 Of course, as Ruairí Ó hUiginn has 

shown, the use of fir Érenn never entirely disappeared, and it 

preserved an ‘ethnic’ meaning right through to the early modern 

era, though in this later period it was for the most part replaced in 

common usage by the synonym Éireannaigh.40  

That the term Goídil came to rival ‘men of Ireland’ as the 

dominant designation of the Irish is of great importance, but 

instead of seeing this as representing a growing sense of kinship 

with Gaelic Alba and the idea of a pan-Gaelic community, it is 

argued here that it was primarily a move to distinguish the 

‘original’ Milesian inhabitants of the country from the Gaill, the 

                                                 
37 Of the poem’s 339 lines, 105 of them are taken up with describing the 
division of the island and the ancestors of its prominent dynasties, for which 
see Todd, ‘Can a mbunadas na nGáedel?’, Todd (ed.), Leabhar Breathnach,  
pp 250–69; see Chapter III Section 4.1 below.  
38 Chapter III Section 4.2 below. 
39 For the word ‘fir’ being used to refer to women as well as men, see Chapter 
II Section 5.1 below. 
40 Ruairí Ó hUiginn, ‘Éireannaigh, Fir Éireann, Gaeil agus Gaill’, Caoimhín 
Breatnach, Meidhbhín Ní Urdáil (eds), Aon don éigse: essays marking Osborn 
Bergin’s centenary lecture on bardic poetry (1912), (Dublin, 2015), pp 17–49, 
p. 21, pp 32–7. 
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new mostly Scandinavian incomers. This is seen most clearly in 

the annals, whose use of Goídil increases exponentially following 

the establishment in Ireland of permanent Viking camps, with the 

term frequently used in opposition to Gaill.41 In this we see the 

origins of the binary ethnic pairing of Goídil and Gaill which 

came to dominate conceptions of identity in Ireland throughout 

the rest of the Middle Ages, reaching its apotheosis in the 

twelfth-century Cogad Gaedel re Gallaib, sometimes translated 

as ‘the war of the Irish with the Foreigners’.42 Yet, while a case 

could perhaps be made, owing to the Hibernocentric nature of 

many of our extant sources – CGG included – for translating 

Goídil as ‘Irish’, the translation of Gaill simply as ‘foreigner’ 

overlooks the significant nuance of that term, which is only ever 

applied to one specific ethnic group at any given time, be it the 

Gauls, the Vikings or, after 1169, the English. Therefore, 

throughout this thesis, the term shall remain untranslated, except 

where it clearly retains its original ‘Gallic’ sense. 

But, if Gaill is a problematic term, the use of the English term 

‘Viking’ could also be objected to, especially if – as it is here – it 

is capitalized. However, the use of the lower-case ‘viking’ was 

rejected as it was felt that to do so would be to over-emphasise 

the piratical nature of these new settlers and would significantly 

over-simplify their social structure, giving the impression of a 

society based primarily on raiding, with little room left for any 

other occupations.43 The term ‘Scandinavian’ was also rejected as 

it appeared to imply that all Vikings had their origins in this 

particular part of Europe, underestimating the no doubt 

significant degree of ethnic mixing prevalent in Viking 

warbands.44 Instead, ‘Viking’ was chosen as it implies a 

                                                 
41 See Chapter III Section 4.1 below. 
42 Seán Duffy, Brian Boru and the Battle of Clontarf (Dublin, 2013), p. 64. 
43 Christine E. Fell, ‘Modern English Viking’, Leeds Studies in English 18 
(1987), 111–23. 
44 For more on this see Clare Downham, ‘The break-up of Dál Riata and the 
rise of the Gallgoídil’, Howard B. Clarke, Ruth Johnson (eds), The Vikings in 
Ireland and beyond: before and after Clontarf  (Dublin, 2015), pp 189–205; 
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distinctive cultural element which divided this segment of the 

population – a segment which must have included many native 

born Irish men and women – from the rest of the island, which 

remained predominantly Gaelic in its language and customs. 

Though this difference in culture did not prevent a large degree 

of exchange and intermarriage, it nonetheless – in the minds of 

the literati at least – appeared as a yawning chasm that could not 

be bridged conceptually, as evidenced by the fact that the Gaill 

were never included in the Milesian scheme and the Irish origin 

myth. Indeed, if the work of Giraldus Cambrensis is accurate – 

admittedly a big ‘if’! – by the twelfth century the towns of 

Dublin, Limerick and Waterford had a separate origin myth from 

the rest of the island which made each the foundation of one of 

three brothers who had led their people to settle in Ireland.45 This 

was strikingly similar to the Milesian account of three brothers – 

Éremón Éber and Ír – who settled and divided Ireland between 

themselves, again suggesting a high degree of cultural exchange 

between the two sides. Nonetheless, the existence of this separate 

origin myth suggests that the Viking towns were never fully 

assimilated, indicating that the dichotomy between Gaill and 

Goídil was significant, and may have become fossilized at an 

early stage.46  

Yet, despite all of these changes, the idea of a kingship of 

Ireland remained the predominant conception of political identity, 

and it was never replaced by an explicitly Gaelic kingship. This 

is perhaps, as Máire Herbert has rightly pointed out, linked to 

political developments in ninth-century northern Britain, where a 

new Gaelic-speaking monarchy was beginning to take shape and 

                                                                                                           
David Dumville, The churches of North Britain in the first Viking-Age 
(Whithorn, 1997), pp 26–9; The Annals of St Bertin, edited and translated by 
Janet L. Nelson (Manchester, 1991), s.a. 864, p. 111; for the Latin version of 
these annals, see Georg Pertz (ed.), Monumenta Germaniae Historica, SS rer. 
Germ. 5: Annales Bertiniani (Hannover, 1883), s.a. 864, p. 67. 
45 For an edition of Gerald of Wales’s Topographia Hibernia, see John 
O’Meara (ed. and trans.), The History and Topography of Ireland (first edition, 
Dundalk, 1951; revised edition, Portlaoise, 1982), § 117, p. 122. 
46 For more on this see Chapter III Section 4.2 below. 
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which c. 900 was given the name Alba in contemporary 

sources.47 The rapid growth of this Gaelic neighbour in Britain 

may therefore have precluded the use of a title like rí Goídel. 

That being said however, the term Goídil was frequently 

employed to refer specifically to the Goídil of Ireland, and the 

use of such a title may not have been seen by contemporaries as 

exercising a claim to suzerainty over Gaelic Britain, making the 

fact that such a development did not take place all the more 

intriguing.48 This is especially so when we consider that, as has 

already been noted above, Níall Glúndub is recorded as leading 

the Goídil into battle against the Vikings in 917 and 919, 

suggesting that this term was already beginning to challenge the 

previously dominant fir Érenn.49 Yet even so, despite the 

increasing use of Goídil by the annals, the term ‘fir Érenn’ 

continued to be extensively used to describe a collective, island-

wide political community, one that was, theoretically at least, 

ruled over by the king of Ireland.50 Furthermore, as Herbert has 

again pointed out, we see a parallel case develop at the same time 

in northern Britain, where the term ‘fir Alban’ is applied to the 

new political community of Alba, showing that such 

geographically based political identities must have had a special 

resonance to early medieval kings and their subjects.51 

This appears to be especially true for Ireland, where 

references to the Irish as a political community are found as early 

as the seventh century.52 Moreover, an attachment to the idea of 

Ireland as a discrete entity separate and distinct from its 

                                                 
47 Máire Herbert, ‘Rí Éirenn, Rí Alban: kingship and identity in the ninth and 
tenth centuries’, Simon Taylor (ed.), Kings, clerics and chronicles in Scotland 
500–1297: essays in honour of Marjorie Ogilvie Anderson on the occasion of 
her ninetieth birthday (Dublin, 2000), pp 62–72, pp 69–70. 
48 For more on this see Chapter III Section 4.3 below. 
49 AU, 917.3, 919.3, pp 366–9; note the translation of Goídil as ‘Irish’ by Mac 
Niocaill and MacAirt; for more on this see Chapter III Section 2.3 below. 
50 For a discussion of annalistic references to kings leading the men of Ireland 
in war and peace, see Chapter III Section 1.2 below. 
51 Herbert, ‘Kingship and identity’, Simon Taylor (ed.), Kings, clerics and 
chronicles, p. 64, p. 69; however, for an interesting seventh-century use of fir 
Alban, see Chapter II Section 5.2 below. 
52 See Chapter I below. 
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neighbours can be clearly seen in Old Irish literature, especially 

in the references to the so-called ‘ninth wave’. This wave marked 

the maritime boundary that insulated Ireland from its neighbours 

and acted as a liminal space where the authority of the kings of 

Ireland came to an end, as seen for example in the Irish origin 

myth, where the sons of Míl were initially expelled beyond the 

ninth wave by the Túatha Dé Danann. Additionally, in Scél Cano 

meic Gartnáin, the eponymous hero deliberately refrained from 

attacking messengers sent from Alba to the king of Ireland until 

they had passed the ninth wave on their return journey and had 

thus left the area where they could expect to be protected by the 

Irish king.53 Though the distance from the shore to the ninth 

wave is nowhere exactly specified, from this tale it is evident that 

the boundary lay somewhere in the sea between Ireland and Alba, 

suggesting the longstanding existence of a conceptual barrier, at 

least in the political sphere, that separated the two parts of the 

Gaelic world. It is reiterated therefore, that historians should 

refrain from referring to the ‘Irish’ of Dál Riata or the ‘Irish’ of 

Alba, and though there was a large Gaelic-speaking community 

in northern Britain with close cultural – and in some cases 

familial – ties to Ireland, this did not necessarily make them Irish 

to a contemporary audience.54 

However, this does not mean that this thesis is arguing that 

there was no degree of common identity across the North 

Channel. As can be seen in the poetic circuits of Ireland, Man 

and Alba mentioned in Senchas Cormaic and in the alliances 

made between the kings of Ulster and Alba in Compert Mongáin 

and Cath Maige Raith, the ‘ninth wave’ did not prevent the 

frequent exchange of ideas and individuals between the two sides, 

and it would be foolish to suggest that the existence of a separate 
                                                 
53 Todd, ‘Can a mbunadas na nGáedel?’, pp 246–7; Daniel Binchy (ed.), Scéla 
Cano meic Gartnáin (Dublin, 1963), §8, pp 4–5; for a provisional translation 
of this text see Anouk Nuyten, Scél Cano Meic Gartnáin: a study and 
translation (University of Utrecht B.A. thesis, May 2014), §8, pp 36–7. 
54 For more on familial ties between the two communities, see Chapter III 
Section 2.1 below.  
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Irish identity completely precluded the existence of some sense 

of common Gaelic identity. Indeed, it should be remembered that 

identity is a notoriously fluid concept and any study – the present 

thesis included – that tries to define it too neatly runs the very 

real risk of over-simplifying the evidence and smoothing over the 

very real contradictions that can exist at the heart of self-

identification.55 Moreover, it is possible for an individual to 

assert multiple identities, depending on the context and the social 

situation they find themselves in. For example, returning to 

Columbanus, it is quite likely that he maintained a dynastic 

identity, a provincial identity, an Irish identity, a wider ‘Scottic’ 

identity, a ‘Western’ identity and a Christian identity, which all 

came together and informed his sense of self and provided the 

justification for many of the controversial actions he had taken.56 

Therefore, though this thesis focuses on only one form of identity, 

it should be remembered that this was not the only way that a 

person chose to relate themselves to others, and Irish identity 

should not be considered superior to any of the other identities 

expressed by the likes of Columbanus just because it has 

arguably stood the test of time better than the rest.  

Nonetheless, early medieval Irish identity deserves to be 

studied in more detail than has hitherto been the case. This is 

especially true in the political sphere where, as Ronan Mulhaire 

has recently pointed out with respect to the eleventh and twelfth 

centuries, there has been a tendency to view the theory and 

practice of kingship as two separate, opposing fields.57 Though 

this dichotomy is not quite as pronounced in the earlier period, 

there has nonetheless been a lack of research on the topic of an 

Irish political identity in the early Middle Ages since the 

                                                 
55 For a discussion of the problems associated with the historiography of 
‘nations’, see Susan Reynolds, ‘Our forefathers? Tribes, peoples and nations in 
the historiography of the Age of Migrations’, Alexander Callander Murray 
(ed.), After Rome’s Fall: narrators and sources of early medieval history: 
essays presented to Walter Goffart (Toronto, 1998), pp 17–36. 
56 See Chapter I Section 1.1 below. 
57 Mulhaire, Kingship, pp 22–5. 
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emotionally and politically charged years of the Irish Revolution, 

when several such studies were undertaken. These works for the 

most part focused on the special, pan-insular position given to the 

kingship of Tara in many of our extant sources, as can be seen 

most clearly in the writings of Eoin MacNeill, who, as is well-

known, was a committed Irish nationalist. For example, MacNeill 

appears to have assumed that the historical Uí Néill kings of Tara 

ruled as kings of Ireland, and, though he states elsewhere that 

Tara was at one stage merely the capital of one of the five fifths 

of Ireland and did not always have ‘national’ significance, he 

asserted that it had been the seat of the kingship of Ireland since 

the third century A.D. Yet, despite his nationalist leanings, 

MacNeill was also able to see that the kings of Tara frequently 

faced intense opposition from their rival kings, and as such he 

was forced to admit that this institution ‘was not so much 

politically operative as expressive and symbolic of the sense of 

national unity.’58 Other works of this time – typified by Alice 

Stopford-Green’s History of the Irish State to 1014 – took an 

even more nationalist view of the Irish past, and it was not until 

the 1950s that this consensus began to be challenged by the likes 

of Daniel Binchy.59 Binchy maintained that the historical high-

kingship of Ireland only began with Máel Sechnaill in the mid-

ninth century, and he argued vociferously that the kingship of 

Tara was in reality nothing more than the overkingship of the Uí 

Néill, arguing that any references to the all-Ireland importance of 

the site should be dismissed as pro-Uí Néill propaganda.60 

However, while Binchy was right to question whether Tara’s 

special position had been universally acknowledged in early 

medieval Ireland, his supposition that it was solely of importance 

to the Uí Néill overlooked the many references to non Uí Néill 

kings exercising authority over this site. This important 

                                                 
58 Eoin MacNeill, Early Irish laws and institutions (Dublin, 1935), p. 109. 
59 Alice Stopford Green, History of the Irish state to 1014 (London, 1925). 
60 Daniel Binchy, ‘The Fair of Tailtiu and the Feast of Tara’, Ériu 18 (1958), 
113–38. 
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observation was made by Thomas Charles-Edwards and Fergus 

Kelly in their edition of Bechbretha, a seventh-century law-text 

which states that Congal Cáech, a contemporary king of the Ulaid, 

had in fact ruled in Tara until he was blinded by a bee-sting, 

showing that kings of Tara had been drawn from dynasties other 

than the Uí Néill until well into the historical period. Charles-

Edwards elaborated further on this in his book Early Christian 

Ireland, where he rejects Binchy’s theory but stops short of 

explicitly equating the Tara kingship with the kingship of Ireland, 

instead saying simply that it ‘must have represented the summit 

of regality’ for all the peoples – including the Uí Néill, the Laigin 

and the Ulaid – who claimed it. However, Charles-Edwards did 

still allow for the possibility that the king of Tara’s power – if the 

incumbent was particularly talented – could extend across the 

entire island, as a lack of ‘clear cultural differences’ among the 

Irish meant that the creation of a shared political community 

anchored in ties of kinship and common descent was possible.61 

Such a position is also supported by Liam Breatnach, who 

countered Binchy’s argument that the law-tracts do not mention 

any ruler higher than a provincial king by drawing attention to 

terms like ardrech and tríath, as well as by arguing that Loíguire, 

the legendary pagan king of Tara who opposed Patrick, was 

envisioned as the king of Ireland in certain law-tracts.62 

                                                 
61 Thomas Charles-Edwards & Fergus Kelly (ed. and trans.), Bechbretha 
(Dublin, 1983), §§31–3, pp 68–71, pp 123–31; Charles-Edwards, ECI, p. 482, 
p. 507, pp 511–2, p. 520; F.J. Byrne believed that the Tara kingship could only 
be achieved by ‘the most outstanding’ of kings and points to the long periods 
of interregnum in Baile Chuinn as evidence, for which see F.J. Byrne, 
‘Seventh-century documents’, Irish Ecclesiastical Record 108 (July to 
December 1967), 164–82, 168. On the other hand, Bhreathnach attributes 
these gaps to the highly edited nature of the text, for which see Edel 
Bhrethnach, ‘“Níell cáich úa Néill nasctar géill”: the political context of Baile 
Chuinn Chétchathaig’, eadem (ed.), The kingship and landscape of Tara 
(Dublin, 2005), pp 49–68, pp 49–50, pp 52–3, p. 61. 
62 Liam Breatnach, ‘Varia VI.3: ardrí as an old compound’, Ériu 37 (1986), 
192–3; Liam Breatnach, ‘The king in the Old Irish Law Text Senchas Már’, 
Folke Josephson (ed.), Celtic language, law and letters: proceedings of the 
tenth symposium of Societas Celtologica Nordica (Göteborg, 2010), pp 107–
28, pp 125–7; for more on this see Chapter I Section 3 below. 
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Yet despite these insightful observations, a sustained analysis 

of Irish identity in this early period has yet to be attempted, and 

though many sources refer to the idea of an all-Ireland kingship, 

their claims have frequently been dismissed as propaganda. For 

example, F.J. Byrne rejected the annalistic acclamations of 

Domnall mac Áedo († 642) and Loingsech mac Óengusso († 

703) as reges Hiberniae, insisting that these obits were merely 

part of Adomnán’s attempts to ‘propagate the idea of a 

specifically Christian high-kingship’, meaning that they could not 

be treated as ‘independent’ of the ideas of the abbot of Iona.63 

Yet propaganda is itself of great historical interest and casts 

considerable light on the perceptions and aspirations of members 

of the elite at this time, even if its assertions are somewhat 

exaggerated and inaccurate. 

Thus, this thesis sets out to show that in the early medieval 

period the people of Ireland had a sense of themselves as a 

discrete political and cultural community, distinct from a wider 

sense of Gaeldom.64 To do this, it shall initially discuss the sense 

of identity held by early peregrini from Ireland such as 

Columbanus and Fursa, examining the continued attachment of 

these men to the island of Ireland.65 It shall then move on to chart 

the development of an Irish political identity in the seventh 

century, analysing its invocation in both the secular and 

ecclesiastical spheres.66 Mention shall also be made of the law-

tracts – most notably Senchas Már – which contain subtle 

references to an Irish identity and kingship, despite the assertions 

of Binchy to the contrary.67 Taken together, this evidence clearly 

shows the existence of a sense of Irishness at this time, which 

manifested itself in the concept of a ‘Hibernian’ archbishopric 

                                                 
63 Byrne, IKHK, p. 255, p. 257. 
64 For a different take on this period, see Herbert, ‘Sea-divided Gaels?’, 
Brendan Smith (ed.), Britain and Ireland 900–1300, passim. 
65 See Chapter I Section I below. 
66 See Chapter I Sections 2 & 4 below. 
67 See Chapter I Section 3 below. 
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and in the concept of a kingdom of Ireland ruled by God’s 

ordained.  

Chapter II documents the literature and politics of the eighth 

and early ninth centuries, arguing that the idea of an all-Ireland 

kingship, though less explicitly stated than in the works of the 

seventh century, nonetheless continued to preoccupy the minds of 

kings and writers alike, despite the lack of acclamations in the 

annals.68 It is also shown that, despite a few references to a 

Gaelic identity, at this stage it was still Irish identity which 

mattered most to these writers, as seen in the ubiquity of the term 

‘fir Érenn’ in many of the saga-texts, most notably in Táin Bó 

Fraích.69 Furthermore, as the advent of the Vikings appears to 

have had a significant impact on the development and evolution 

of Irish identity, a brief overview of the first half-century of their 

activity in Ireland is given here.70 In addition, the evidence from 

Carolingian Francia – which has too often been under-utilised by 

Irish political historians – is also considered and an attempt is 

made to identify some of the Irish kings who communicated with 

Charlemagne, whose names unfortunately were not recorded by 

Einhard.71 

This analysis of Carolingian sources is continued in Chapter 

III, where the rex Scottorum famously mentioned in ASB is 

identified with Ólchobor king of Munster.72 Chapter III also 

continues the analysis of the careers of Ireland’s most prominent 

kings, beginning with the reign of Máel Sechnaill and ending 

with the death of Níall Glúndub. This period saw these powerful 

kings actively trying to assert themselves as kings of Ireland, 

something especially true of Máel Sechnaill and his son Flann 

Sinna, as can be seen in the extant poetry and inscriptions that 

                                                 
68 See Chapter II Sections 1 & 3 below. 
69 See Chapter II Section 5 below. 
70 See Chapter II Section 2 below. 
71 See Chapter II Section 4 below. 
72 See Chapter III Section 1.3 below. 
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can be connected to them.73 It is argued based on this that the 

ideology of an Irish political identity gained a new and powerful 

impetus with the establishment of permanent Viking camps on 

Ireland’s coasts and rivers, as the presence of an out-group 

increased the need – in the eyes of the literati and the kings who 

stood to benefit from it at any rate – for unity and political 

cohesion amongst the Gaelic Irish to counter this new ‘foreign’ 

threat, something that may be glimpsed quite clearly in Cath 

Maige Tuired. Yet to call this reaction xenophobic, as Carey does, 

would be to overstate the point, and evidently the Vikings soon 

played a vital role in Ireland’s political, social and economic 

affairs.74 Nonetheless, an imaginary barrier – not unlike the one 

which separated the fir Érenn from the fir Alban – was formed 

between the Gaill and the rest of the island’s inhabitants, who 

now began to refer to themselves as Goídil on a much more 

frequent basis, as can be seen in the literature which can be dated 

to the late ninth and early tenth centuries.75 This period also 

witnessed a dramatic spike in material written on the Irish origin 

myth, showing clearly that there was an urgent need for Ireland’s 

ruling elite to aetiologically justify their position at this time and 

is suggestive of a turbulent and changing world.76  

Therefore, the early medieval period was a crucial formative 

phase in the history of Irish identity, with the later ninth century 

in particular being singled out as a period of great evolution and 

change. Indeed, the developments evident in the latter part of this 

era to a large degree shaped the perception of Irish identity 

throughout the rest of the Middle Ages and beyond, for example 

creating the classic dichotomy of Goídil against Gaill, a model 

that was subsequently applied to great effect to relations between 

the Gaelic Irish and the settler community established following 

the English invasion in 1169. It is hoped then that the following 

                                                 
73 See Chapter III Sections 1 & 2 below. 
74 See Chapter III Section 4.2 below. 
75 See Chapter III Sections 3 & 4 below. 
76 See Chapter III Section 4.1 below. 
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analysis will aid – however slightly – not only students of early 

medieval Ireland, but also any historian with an interest in Irish 

self-perception and the idea of Irishness itself. 
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CHAPTER I: THE GROWTH OF IRISH IDENTITY: 600–
704 

 

 

Section 1: The Church and the early evidence for Irish 

identity 

1.1: Columbanus 

‘For all we Irish, inhabitants of the world’s edge, are disciples of 

Saints Peter and Paul and of all the disciples who wrote the 

sacred canon by the Holy Ghost, and we accept nothing outside 

the evangelical and apostolic teaching; none has been a heretic, 

none a Judaizer, none a schismatic; but the Catholic faith, as it 

was delivered by you first, who are the successors of the holy 

apostles, is maintained unbroken.’77 

 

Thus does Columbanus address Pope Boniface IV in a letter 

dated to 613, written at the request of the king and queen of the 

Lombards.78 Before discussing the importance of this letter and 

its implications for the study of Irish identity in this early period 

however, it is first necessary to give a brief overview of the life 

of Columbanus, who was residing in northern Italy at the time of 

its writing, having left Ireland some twenty years before on his 

peregrinatio. Jonas, who wrote his biography of the saint over 

two decades after Columbanus’s death while working as a 

missionary in northeast Francia, provides some details of his 

protagonist’s upbringing.79 

                                                 
77 Walker, Sancti Columbani Opera, Ep. V.3, pp 38–9; the Latin reads: ‘Nos 
enim sanctorum Petri et Pauli et omnium discipulorum divinum canonem 
spiritu sancto scribentium discipuli sumus, toti Iberi, ultimi habitatores mundi, 
nihil extra evangelicam et apostolicam doctrinam recipientes; nullus hereticus, 
nullus Iudaeus, nullus schismaticus fuit; sed fides catholica, sicut a vobis 
primum, sanctorum videlicet apostolorum successoribus, tradita est, 
inconcussa tenetur.’ 
78 Walker, Sancti Columbani Opera, p. xxxviii. 
79 Ian Wood, ‘The Vita Columbani and Merovingian Hagiography’, Peritia 1 
(1982), 63–80, 63; Alexander O’Hara & Ian Wood, ‘Introduction’, eidem (eds), 
Jonas of Bobbio: Life of Columbanus, Life of John of Réomé, and Life of 
Vedast (Liverpool, 2017), pp 1–84, pp 35–6.  
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According to this account Columbanus was born in Leinster – 

which Jonas calls ‘Lagenorum terra’ in Latin – and, after 

studying in his native place for several years, met a female 

anchorite, who urged him to leave behind women and the other 

dangers of the present world and seek a place of pilgrimage, 

before lamenting the fact that, as a woman, she was unable to 

seek a potior peregrinatio overseas.80 From Leinster, despite the 

protestations of his parents, Columbanus set off and initially 

studied under a teacher named Sinilis. Traditionally, this teacher 

was equated with Sinilis, abbot of the monastery of Cleenish in 

Lough Erne. However, Dáibhí Ó Cróinín has argued that he 

should instead be identified with Mo-Sinu Maccu Min, who 

maintained a school at Crannach Dúin Lethglaise (Wood Island, 

near Downpatrick, Co. Down) and who later became abbot of 

Bangor.81 Certainly, Columbanus did at some point relocate to 

the monastery at Bangor, where he was put under the instruction 

of its founder Comgall. 

After spending an indeterminate amount of years here, he was 

eventually able to persuade Comgall that he should be allowed to 

continue his peregrinatio abroad and the abbot reluctantly sent 

him on his way, reputedly with twelve companions in imitation 

of Christ. After arriving in Brittany, Columbanus made his way 

to Burgundy, where he was given permission to establish a 

monastic foundation. This he did at Annegray, in the foothills of 

the Vosges Mountains. This was followed soon after by 

establishments nearby at Luxeuil and Fontaine, apparently 

                                                 
80 For the Latin text, see Bruno Krusch (ed.), MGH SS rer. Germ. 37: Ionae 
Vitae Sanctorum Columbani, Vedastis, Iohannis (Hannover & Leipzig, 1905), 
I.3, pp 155–8; Alexander O’Hara & Ian Wood (trans.), ‘Jonas, The Life of 
Columbanus and his Disciples’, eidem (eds), Jonas of Bobbio, pp 85–239, I.3, 
pp 98–102, p. 101 n. 73; for more on the concept of peregrinatio see Thomas 
Charles-Edwards ‘The social background to Irish peregrinatio’, Celtica 11 
(1976), 43–59 [reprinted in J.M. Wooding (ed.), The Otherworld voyage in 
early Irish literature: an anthology of criticism (Dublin, 2000), pp 94–108]; 
Elva Johnston, ‘Exiles from the edge? The Irish contexts of peregrinatio’, Roy 
Flechner & Sven Meeder (eds), The Irish in early medieval Europe: identity, 
culture and religion, (London, 2016), pp 38–52. 
81 Dáibhí Ó Cróinín, Early medieval Ireland 400–1200 (Harlow, 1995), p. 177, 
180; O’Hara & Wood, ‘Jonas, The Life of Columbanus’, p. 101 n. 74.  
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because Annegray was not large enough to host all of those who 

wished to become monks under his tutelage.82  

However, his presence there was not without controversy. His 

adherence to the Pseudo-Anatolian dating of Easter and the 84-

year cycle popular in Ireland at the time caused tension with 

many of his Continental counterparts, who preferred the 532-year 

cycle of Victorius of Aquitaine.83 This matter became so serious 

that c. 600 Columbanus was forced to defend himself by sending 

a letter to Pope Gregory the Great. This remarkable letter, which 

fortunately is still extant, is extraordinary for the tone 

Columbanus takes in defending his position, which includes a 

vigorous rebuttal of Victorius – who, Columbanus says, has not 

been accepted by ‘nostris magistris et Hibernicis antiquis 

philosophis et sapientissimis componendi calculi computariis’ – 

and an attack on the Pope’s own stance on the question stating 

that his adherence to the opinion of his predecessors is 

unreasonable and argues that ‘a living dog is better than a dead 

lion’, in reference to Leo the Great’s position on Easter.84 

Moreover, Columbanus was not just courting controversy 

over theological issues. He refused to bless the offspring of the 

Burgundian king Theuderic, arguing that they were the children 

‘of whore-houses’, by which he meant the king’s concubines, and 

not those of a lawful wife. This was a particularly hardline 

attitude as, like Ireland, the right of succession was not denied to 

the illegitimate children of Merovingian kings.85 Columbanus 

then was setting his face against a prevailing social norm in both 

                                                 
82 O’Hara & Wood, ‘Jonas, The Life of Columbanus’, I.4–6, pp 102–9; Krusch, 
Ionae Vitae, I.4–6, pp 158–63. 
83 For a fuller discussion of the Easter Controversy, see Immo Warntjes, 
‘Victorius vs Dionysius: the Irish Easter controversy of AD 689’, Pádraic 
Moran & Immo Warntjes (eds), Early medieval Ireland and Europe: 
chronology, contacts, scholarship: a Festschrift for Dáibhí Ó Cróinín 
(Turnhout, 2015) pp 33–97; Thomas Charles-Edwards, ECI, Chapter 9, pp 
391–415. 
84 Walker, Sancti Columbani Opera, Ep. I.4, pp 44–7. 
85 O’Hara & Wood, ‘Jonas, The Life of Columbanus’, I.19, pp 134–140; 
Krusch, Ionae Vitae, I.19, pp 187–93; Ian Wood, The Merovingian kingdoms: 
450–751 (London, 1994), pp 58–60, p. 58 n. 18. 
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his homeland and his adopted land of Gaul. He continued to 

argue his case for several more years, during which time he wrote 

a letter excusing himself for not attending a synod at Chalon-sur-

Saône in which he stresses the idea of church unity: ‘For we are 

all joint members of one body, whether Galli or Britanni or Iberi 

or whatever our race may be.’ His emphasis on this theme, as 

well as his decision not to attend, perhaps hint at the fact that his 

own beliefs and practices were under scrutiny and that he 

believed he would have been facing a hostile audience had he 

attended.86 

He also wrote another letter to the papacy shortly afterwards, 

this time during a vacancy in the office. Again he defends his 

customs and practices, stating that he abides by the ‘rules of our 

predecessors’, referring to the scholastic community of Ireland, 

and in a haughty tone dismisses the Liber Gallorum – probably a 

reference to Victorius – which has not been accepted ‘a 

nostris’.87 This refusal to compromise and his insistence on the 

superiority of his position on matters of doctrine inevitably led to 

his fall from grace. 

 Having been apprehended in Luxeuil on the orders of king 

Theuderic and his mother Brunhild, he was transported down the 

Loire to Nantes, where he was to await a ship that was to bring 

him back to Ireland. It was here that he wrote his fourth surviving 

letter, addressed to Athala, a Burgundian noble and his second-

in-command. In this, he emphasises the importance of 

maintaining the unity of the brethren – suggesting that some, at 

least, of his disciples were dissatisfied with his leadership – and 

bemoans the fact that a ship was soon going to bear him away 

back to meam regionem. But, he also mentions that the guard set 

on him was lax and indicated that no-one really seemed to care if 

he escaped.88 

                                                 
86 Walker, Sancti Columbani Opera, p. xxxvi; Ep. II.9, pp 122–3. 
87 Walker, Sancti Columbani Opera, Ep. III.2, pp 24–5. 
88 Walker, Sancti Columbani Opera, Ep. IV, pp 26–37. 
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Gratefully accepting this opportunity, Columbanus escaped to 

Neustria where he was welcomed by king Chlothar. From there 

he travelled to Austrasia, which was ruled by Theudebert, the 

brother of Theuderic. However, the two had recently fallen out 

and Theudebert was more than happy to shelter his brother’s 

enemy. Having been allowed passage on the Rhine by the 

Austrasian king, Columbanus arrived at Lake Constance and 

settled in the area of Bregenz in modern Austria. However, the 

upheaval created when Theudebert and Theuderic went to war 

with each other forced him further south and into the kingdom of 

the Lombards.89 

There, at the behest of the Lombard king and queen, 

Columbanus wrote his third letter to the papacy and his fifth 

surviving letter, mentioned earlier. This focused on the Three 

Chapters Controversy which was then raging in Italy. Though the 

letter contains a degree of respect and admiration for the pope, it 

is extraordinary in that it openly accuses the pope of supporting 

heresy and disgracing St Peter’s Chair, urgently requesting that 

he change his mind. Furthermore, Columbanus’s love for Ireland 

and its spiritual leaders is once again expressed, when he explains 

that the holy men he left behind have proven to be mightier 

warriors for Christ than those he found in the heart of 

Christendom: ‘For I, coming from the world’s end, where I have 

seen spiritual leaders fighting the Lord’s battles, and formerly 

hoping to behold stronger and more skilful leaders of this holy 

warfare, and finding the position just as if I were some beholder 

of corpses on the battlefield, bedewed and spattered after the 

fight, I am astounded and in grief and fear I look to you only, 

who are the sole hope’.90 He goes on to say that his audacity in 

                                                 
89 O’Hara & Wood, ‘Jonas, The Life of Columbanus’, I.24–30, pp 152–70; 
Krusch, Ionae Vitae, I.24–30, pp 206–24.  
90 Walker, Sancti Columbani Opera, Ep. V.7, pp 44–5; the Latin reads: ‘Ego 
enim de extremo mundo veniens, ubi praelia Domini praeliari spiritales duces 
conspexi, et sperans in antea videre fortiores peritioresque huius sancti 
conflictus duces, et ita inveniens acsi quidam campi bellici roscidus 
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writing to the Pope in such a way is due to the ‘freedom of my 

country’s customs (libertas paternae consuetudinis)’ and that 

‘amongst us [i.e. the people of his patria] it is not a man’s station 

but his principles that matter.’91 Two years after sending this 

letter, Columbanus was dead, leaving his new Italian monastery 

at Bobbio to Athala. 

From Columbanus’s own writings, therefore, it is clear that 

some sense of Irish identity existed even at this early stage, at 

least amongst the island’s clerics. Furthermore, though frequently 

vague when it comes to labels of self-identification, Columbanus 

nonetheless uses three specific terms to refer to himself, namely 

Scotus, Iberus and Occidentalis.92 Of these Iberus, a Classical 

Latin term for a person from the Iberian peninsula, is perhaps the 

hardest to explain. Indeed, based solely on the testimony of his 

second letter, one could be forgiven for thinking that Iberians 

were in fact the people that Columbanus had in mind, when he 

speaks of ‘Galli, sive Britanni, sive Iberi.’ However, in his fifth 

letter Columbanus clearly includes himself in the latter category 

when he says ‘sumus, toti Iberi (we, all the Iberi)’ before 

describing them in a way which makes it clear that he is talking 

about the Irish, as we saw above. Why he chooses to use this 

term which already had an established meaning is a mystery. 

Walker argued that, as Tacitus assigned an Iberian origin for the 

Celts, the Irish and Columbanus may have thought of themselves 

as having roots there, making the use of the term explicable.93 

However, though the Milesian scheme places great emphasis on 

the Spanish connections of their ancestors, the Irish did not think 

of themselves as Celts in the early medieval period, and more 

                                                                                                           
cadaverum ac mandidus post pugnam contemplator, stupeo et dolens ac 
timens ad teque tantum, qui unica spes’.      
91 Walker, Sancti Columbani Opera, Ep. V.11, pp 48–9; the Latin reads: ‘Non 
enim apud nos persona, sed ratio valet.’ 
92 For references to the Iberi, see Walker, Sancti Columbani Opera, Ep. II.9, 
pp 22–3, Ep. V.3, pp 38–9; for Scotus, see Ep. V.14, pp 52–3; for Occidentalis, 
see Ep. I.9, pp 10–11, Ep. II.5, pp 16–7. 
93 Walker, Sancti Columbani Opera, p. 23 n. 1. 
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than likely these connections derived from Irish familiarity with 

the writings of Orosius rather than Tacitus.94 Instead, Iberi is 

more likely to be a corruption of Hibernus, the Classical Latin 

term for an Irishman, a corruption which may have occurred 

during the text’s manuscript transmission.95 

Only once, in his letter to Boniface IV, does Columbanus call 

himself a Scotus, choosing the phrase peregrinum Scotum. The 

term Scoti/Scotti is very well-attested in the early medieval era 

and has its roots in the Late Antique period, when it became the 

most common term used in the Roman Empire for people from 

Ireland. It is first attested in the appendix to the Laterculus 

Veronensis – also known as ‘Nomina provinciarum omnium’ – 

which has been dated to 314 AD. Here the Scotti, alongside the 

Picti and Calidoni, head a list of forty barbarian peoples who 

were said to have ‘sprung forth under the emperors’, and the term 

gained such notoriety that it was used as far away as the Levant, 

with no less a figure than St Jerome using it in his writings.96 The 

word also found its way into Greek, with the writer Epiphanius of 

Salamis adding the Skottoi to two separate lists of the 

descendants of Japheth in the 370s.97 In the writings of Orosius 

too, who was a disciple of St Augustine of Hippo, the gentes 

Scottorum are said to inhabit both the Isle of Man and Hibernia.98 

The presence of Scotti in the works of such high-profile Christian 

                                                 
94 Kim McCone, The Celtic question: modern constructs and ancient realities 
(Dublin, 2008), p. 15; John Carey, The Irish National Origin-Legend: 
synthetic pseudo-history (Cambridge, 1994), p. 9.  
95 As Columbanus’s Letters only survive in a seventeenth-century copy it is 
quite possible that an n-stroke may have been omitted in the transcription 
process, turning the word from Iberni to Iberi. I owe this suggestion to Carlo 
Cedro. 
96 Rance, ‘Epiphanius’, 228–9; the Latin reads: ‘gentes barbarae quae 
pullulaverunt sub imperatoribus’.  
97 Rance, ‘Epiphanius’, pp 235–8, p. 233 n. 33. 
98 Marie-Pierre Arnaud-Lindet, (ed. and trans.), Histoires: (contre les Païens) 
vol. I (Paris, 1990), I.2, §§80–2, pp 32–3; for a translation of this passage into 
English, see A.T. Fear (trans.), Orosius: seven books of history against the 
pagans (Liverpool, 2010), I.2, §§80–2 p. 45. For the rather doubtful idea that 
Orosius spent part of his life in Ireland see Arnaud-Lindet, Histoires Vol. I, pp 
xi–xii; Donnchadh Ó Corráin, ‘Orosius, Ireland, and Christianity’, Peritia 28 
(2017), 113–134, 128–30. 
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authors ensured that it retained widespread popularity and 

remained the ethnic label most frequently attached to the Irish by 

foreign writers, including Jonas, even if Columbanus himself did 

not use it regularly. 

The use of Occidentalis or ‘Westerner’ is also worthy of note. 

Columbanus never explicitly states who he meant when using 

this term but from his letters it is quite clear that he was referring 

to those who adhered to the Pseudo-Anatolian dating of Easter, 

i.e. the Irish and the British.99 That a close relationship existed 

between the British and Irish churches at this time is attested by 

Columbanus’ own citation of Gildas, the famous sixth-century 

British ecclesiastic most famous for his De Excidio et Conquestu 

Britanniae.100 This view is reinforced by a letter preserved only 

in Bede and dated to 605, in which the Archbishop of Canterbury, 

alongside two other bishops of the nascent Anglo-Saxon church, 

wrote to the bishops and abbots of Ireland condemning their 

observance of Easter, and complain that ‘on becoming better 

acquainted with the Britons, we still thought the Irish would be 

better’, but this hope had proven to be illusory.101 In De 

Controversia Paschali, a letter written by Cummian – about 

which more shall be said below – the British and the Irish are 

also grouped together, and are derisively referred to as ‘pimples 

on the face of the earth.’102 Cummian goes on to attack those who 

stubbornly persist with the 84-year Easter cycle – the one 

favoured by Columbanus – despite the fact that the rest of the 

                                                 
99 For examples of Columbanus expressing this identity, see Walker, Sancti 
Columbani Opera, Ep. I.4, pp 8–9, Ep. II.4, pp 16–7. 
100 Walker, Sancti Columbani Opera, Ep. I.6, pp 8–9. 
101 For a Latin critical edition of Bede’s Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis 
Anglorum, see Charles Plummer, ‘Baedae Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis 
Anglorum’, Venerabilis Baedae Opera Historica Vol. I (Oxford, 1896), pp 9–
360, II.4, pp 86–8; for an English translation, see Leo Sherley-Price (trans.), 
Bede, a History of the English Church and People (London, 1955), II.4, pp 
104–5.    
102 Dáibhí Ó Cróinín & Maura Walsh (eds and trans), Cummian’s Letter De 
Controversia Paschali and the De Ratione Computandi (Toronto,1988), p. 72, 
p. 75 
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Church had rejected it.103 Clearly then, in ecclesiastical matters, 

the British and the Irish had a close relationship, unsurprising 

given the level of British involvement in the establishment of the 

Church in Ireland.104 Furthermore, the fact that Columbanus set 

up his monastery at Annegray, in close proximity to an 

apparently British foundation, reinforces the idea of close links 

between the British and the Irish abroad.105 

Thus, it appears that Columbanus self-identified in three 

different ways in his Letters. Firstly, he identified as an Iberus, a 

man from the island of Ireland. Secondly, we have his 

identification as a Scottus, which was by far the most popular 

term used to describe the Irish abroad and which was also applied 

by some writers at least to the Dál Riata of Britain.106 Finally, we 

have Columbanus’s broadest category, Occidentalis, which 

seems to refer to those who followed certain church customs 

which were prevalent amongst the British and the Irish. 

From his Letters it is difficult to gauge whether Columbanus 

maintained his identity as a Leinsterman while abroad. His 

references to ‘credo patriae meae’, ‘libri nostrae provinciae’ and 

to ‘meam regionem’ could potentially be taken as allusions to his 

place of birth, but it is more likely that these vague terms refer to 

the traditions of Ireland as a whole rather than the specific 

traditions of the Laigin, especially as a large proportion of his 

education in Ireland took place outside his native province.107 But 

in the Vita Columbani we do find evidence of the importance of 

                                                 
103 Ó Cróinín & Walsh, Cummian’s Letter, pp 80–1. 
104 For more on the British influence on the early Irish Church, see David 
Dumville ‘Some British aspects of the earliest Irish Christianity’, Próinséas Ní 
Chatháin & Michael Richter (eds), Irland und Europa/Ireland and Europe: 
Die Kirche in Frühmittelalter/the early Church (Stuttgart, 1984), pp 17–24. 
105 O’Hara & Wood, ‘Jonas, The Life of Columbanus’, I.7, pp 107–9; Krusch, 
Ionae Vitae, I.7, pp 164–6; O’Hara & Wood, ‘Introduction’, eidem (eds), 
Jonas of Bobbio, pp 11–2.   
106 For the etymology of the term, see Rance, ‘Epiphanius’, p. 229; McCone, 
The Celtic question, pp 7-8; for its use linguistically, see the Introduction 
above and Chapter I Section 4.2 below. 
107 The semantic range of the word  provincia was somewhat elastic at this 
time; for its uses in an ecclesiastical sense, see Charles Plummer, Venerabilis 
Baedae Opera Historica Vol. II (Oxford, 1896), p. 204. 
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what might be tentatively termed a ‘provincial’ identity. For 

example, Jonas specifically identifies Leinster as the saint’s 

‘native soil’, recognising that there were divisions within Ireland 

and that it was not a simple unitary whole. Yet, at the same time, 

Jonas does not identify the particular túath – the lowest grade of 

kingdom in Ireland – that Columbanus came from, perhaps 

owing to a lack of knowledge of the complexities of the Irish 

political landscape. However, it is clear that Jonas was able to 

talk to those who knew Columbanus personally, and his source 

for the saint’s early life was more than likely an Irishman, or at 

least someone acquainted with Irish society.108 Therefore, it 

seems his designation as a Leinsterman, rather than, say, as a 

member of the Uí Bairrche – the south Leinster dynasty to which 

the saint belonged according to Dáibhí Ó Cróinín – was more 

important to Jonas or to his informant.109 The idea of 

peregrinatio as encapsulated in Columbanus’s purported 

conversation with the female anchorite is also important in this 

context. Potior peregrinatio, the higher form of pilgrimage, took 

place overseas, but a lesser form of peregrinatio took place 

within Ireland, and, in Columbanus’s case at least, it involved 

leaving behind one’s own province rather than one’s túath, 

suggesting that the former was of greater value to a person’s 

social identity than some commentators have allowed.110 

Therefore, as the existence of these four categories show, 

Columbanus’s sense of identity was not fixed and unchanging, 

but could fluctuate and emphasise different connections 

depending on the situation and the audience addressed. For 

example, Columbanus’s ‘provincial’ identity only seems to be 

important in an Irish context, when Jonas is discussing his life 

before he went overseas. In Columbanus’s Letters on the other 

                                                 
108 O’Hara & Wood, ‘Introduction’, eidem (eds), Jonas of Bobbio, pp 33–5. 
109 Dáibhí Ó Cróinín, ‘Ireland 400-800’, NHI Vol. I, pp 182–234, pp 193–4 
110 For an in-depth and forceful assertion of the túath as the primary political 
unit in early medieval Ireland, see Daniel Binchy, Celtic and Anglo-Saxon 
kingship (Oxford, 1970), especially pp 31–2. 
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hand, which were clearly written for an international audience, he 

adopts an all-Ireland identity, as that was better suited to his 

purposes and was more readily intelligible to his audience. 

Furthermore, when discussing topics of broader Christian 

concern, such as Church unity, he identifies with an even broader 

category, that of the ‘Westerner’, which encompasses both 

British and Irish. For Jonas, it is his identification with the island 

of Ireland as a whole, and with the Scotti, which are the most 

important and the most readily intelligible. Indeed, at the start of 

Vita Columbani, after a brief poem about Ireland – which may 

well be the earliest known poem on this subject – Jonas says that: 

‘the site of the island [Ireland], as they say, is pleasant, and lacks 

the wars of hostile foreign nations. The Scotti, a people who, 

although without the laws of other peoples, are, nevertheless 

flourishing in Christian teaching, inhabit this island. They are 

pre-eminent in their faith over all the neighbouring peoples.’111 

Furthermore, this positive depiction of Ireland and its people 

represents a shift away from the Classical views of the Irish as 

barbarous and uncivilized and towards the image of the Irish as a 

holy people, despite their position outside of the former Roman 

Empire and their consequent ‘lack’ of law.112 This shift in 

perceptions is especially visible in the pages of Carolingian 

hagiography, where several monastic founders are given spurious 

Irish origins in a bid to increase their standing and prestige.113 By 

saying this, Jonas is countering the beliefs of those – like his bête 

noire Agrestius – who accused Columbanus of heterodox beliefs 

                                                 
111 O’Hara & Wood, ‘Jonas, The Life of Columbanus’, I.2, pp 95–6, p. 96 n. 
38; Krusch, Ionae Vitae, I.2, pp 152–5. 
112 O’Hara & Wood, ‘Jonas, The Life of Columbanus’, p. 96 n. 35. 
113 Diarmuid Ó Riain, ‘The Schottenklöster in the world: identity, 
independence and integration’, Walter Pohl et al. (eds), Meanings of 
community across medieval Eurasia (Leiden, 2016), pp 388–416, p. 393; 
Alexander O’Hara, ‘Constructing the saint: the legend of St Sunniva in 
twelfth-century Norway’, Viking and Medieval Scandinavia 5 (2009), 105–21, 
113–6. 
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which were not in keeping with the rest of Christendom.114 In 

effect, by painting Ireland as a haven of Christian learning, he is 

emphasising his protagonist’s impeccable religious background, 

confirming his holiness and that of the Scotti in general, as seen 

by his reference to several exemplary saints, including Anthony, 

Martin, Ambrose and Augustine in the preface to his first book, 

reinforcing his claims of Columbanus’s theological orthodoxy 

and furthering the idea of the Irish as a fundamentally Christian 

people.115 

 

Section 1.2: Fursa  

Aside from Columbanus, Fursa is the only other peregrinus 

Scottus to be the subject of seventh-century hagiography written 

on the Continent, shining further light on the development of 

Irish identity in this early period. He appears to have been of 

noble birth, as his Life describes him as ‘famous among his 

people by the world’s worthiness’.116 The key parts of this Vita 

are undoubtedly the vision sections, where Fursa is guided by 

three angels through heaven and hell in the first vision and, in the 

second – which is the longer of the two sequences – Fursa 

converses with two dead holy men, whose names are given as 

Beoan and Meldan. From their names they appear to have been 

Irish, though such a supposition is not certain.117 Regardless of 

their origins, these dead men severely criticise the conduct of the 

living, and exhort Fursa to act as a doctor, prescribing ‘suitable 

medicines for each vice.’118  

                                                 
114 Charles-Edwards, ECI, pp 364–7; O’Hara & Wood, ‘Jonas, The Life of 
Columbanus’, II.9–10, pp 193–204; Krusch, Ionae Vitae, II.9–10, pp 246–257.  
115 Wood, ‘The Vita Columbani and Merovingian hagiography’, 63–4; O’Hara 
& Wood, ‘Jonas, The Life of Columbanus’, I.I, pp 93–4, p. 94 n. 33; Krusch, 
Ionae Vitae, I.I, pp 151–2.   
116 Oliver Rackham (ed. and trans.), Transitus Beati Fursei: a translation of 
the eighth-century manuscript Life of Saint Fursey (Norwich, 2007), §1, pp 2–
3.   
117 Rackham, Transitus, §11, pp 26–7, p. 26 n. 43.  
118 Rackham, Transitus, §14, pp 34–5. 
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Before they part, Beoan gives Fursa the following advice: 

‘Go thou therefore, announce the Word of God to the princes of 

this land of Ireland, that departing from iniquity they may come 

by repentance to salvation of souls.’ That secular princes, rather 

than principes in an ecclesiastical sense are the ones in question 

is implied by the very next sentence: ‘Then announce this to the 

more exalted priests of the holy church…’.119 After finally 

waking from his vision, Fursa then proceeded to preach the Word 

of God to ‘all the peoples of the Scotti (omnibus populis 

Scottorum)’, and, for the space of one year, studied doctrine 

‘among the people of the island of Ireland (Dumque unius annis 

spatio Hyberniae insoli populum per doctrinae studio)’.120 After 

preaching for ten years however, ‘he could not bear the gathering 

multitude of people’ and so Fursa left Ireland, travelling through 

the ‘Britains (Britanias)’ before arriving in East Anglia in 

Saxonia, where he was welcomed by Sigebert, their king.121 

Fursa then proceeded to build a monastery at a place called 

Cnobheresburg by Bede, which he left in the care of his brother 

Foillan, whilst he and another brother, Ultán, lived the life of 

hermits.122 

However, the recently converted East Angles were much 

threatened by the pagan Mercians, who were led by their 

infamous king Penda. After Anna, Sigibert’s successor, was slain 

in battle, Fursa fled to Gaul, where he was welcomed by King 

Clovis II and Erchinoald, the Neustrian mayor of the palace, 

establishing a new monastery at Latiniacum – now known as 

Lagny-sur-Marne – with their patronage.123 Fursa died soon after 

this, but instead of being buried at his new foundation, his body 

                                                 
119 Rackham, Transitus, §15, pp 42–3; the Latin reads: ‘Vade ergo terrae 
Hiberniae huius principibus verbum dei adnuntians ac relicta iniquitate per 
panitentiamad salutem perueniant animarum… tum deinde excellentioribus 
sanctae ecclesae sacerdotibus hec ipsa adnuntia’.  
120 Rackham, Transitus, §§18–9, pp 48–9.  
121 Rackham, Transitus, §20, pp 50–1. 
122 Rackham, Transitus, §22, pp 54–5; Plummer, ‘Baedae Historia 
Ecclesiastica’, III.19, pp 163–8; Sherley-Price, Bede, III.19, pp 167–72. 
123 Rackham, Transitus, §23, pp 56–7. 
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was transferred by Erchinoald to Péronne, ‘by reason of the 

church which he was grandly building for himself there.’124 

Soon after Fursa’s death, his brothers Ultán and Foillan left 

East Anglia and headed for Gaul, initially setting up at their 

brother’s resting place of Péronne. However, Foillan soon fell out 

with Erchinoald and was expelled from the monastery, so the 

brothers left Neustria and travelled to Austrasia, where they were 

warmly welcomed by Itta and Geretrud, the widow and daughter 

respectively of Pippin I, the Austrasian mayor of the palace and 

ancestor of the Carolingians. Itta founded a monastery at Fosses 

and put Foillan in charge, and, though he was soon murdered, the 

community he left behind there was to play an important role in 

the early history of the Pippinids.125 Moreover, in the Vita 

Sanctae Geretrudis, a Merovingian hagiography which also dates 

to the seventh century, we find a fascinating reference to the 

continued attachment of the community of Fosses to Ireland, as it 

states that Geretrud, sensing her death approaching, sent a 

messenger to a holy man living at Fosses, who predicted that she 

would die the next day, on 17 March. However, he tells her that 

this is a cause for celebration, as she will die on the feast-day of 

Bishop Patrick, who would ensure her place in heaven.126 

Thus, much can also be gleaned from the careers of Fursa and 

his brothers regarding Irish identity at this time. As we have seen, 

Fursa was told to preach to the ‘princes of the land of Ireland’. 

Already, we can see the use of Ireland not only in a geographic 

sense, but in a political one as well. Moreover, though the author 

of the Vita expressly states that Fursa preached to ‘all the peoples 

                                                 
124 Rackham, Transitus, §24, pp 56–9. 
125 For an account of this, see Paul Fouracre & Richard Gerberding, (eds and 
trans), ‘Additamentum Nivialense de Fuilano’, eidem (eds), Late Merovingian 
France: history and hagiography 640-720 (Manchester & New York, 1996), 
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126 Fouracre & Gerberding (eds and trans), ‘Vita Sanctae Geretrudis (The Life 
of St Geretrud)’, eidem (eds), Late Merovingian France, pp 316–26, §7, pp 
325–6; for the Latin version see Bruno Krusch (ed.), ‘Vita Sanctae Geretrudis’, 
idem (ed.), MGH, SS rer. Merov. 2: Fredegarii et aliorum Chronica. Vitae 
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of the Scotti,’ he is always explicitly associated with Ireland, and 

there is no mention whatsoever of him travelling to Britain to 

preach to the Scotti there, suggesting that it was only the Scotti of 

Ireland who mattered to the author. Admittedly, this is an 

argumentum ex silentio, but it nevertheless still sheds light on the 

primacy of the island of Ireland in the self-perception of the Irish 

at the time. Indeed, the people of Ireland can themselves be 

perceived as a unitary whole, as can be seen in their designation 

as ‘Hyberniae insoli populum’. 

The Scotti, on the other hand, are termed ‘peoples (populis)’ 

and are seen as more diverse. It could of course be argued that, as 

the people of Ireland form a single populus, the other populi must 

be located outside Ireland, presumably in Britain, and this could 

well be what the author is referring to. However, the author’s 

emphasis on Ireland alone leads one to suspect that that this is not 

the case. Instead, it appears that the Latin word populus is being 

used to translate the Old Irish word túath, which could refer to 

both the lowest grade of kingdom in Ireland and to a ‘people’ 

more generally.127  

Therefore, it is possible that the author was acknowledging 

the political fragmentation of Ireland while at the same time 

stressing that these individual pieces could be viewed as 

components of a whole, together forming a distinctive Irish 

people. Indeed, references to the people of Ireland as a single 

population-group are not uncommon in the literature of the Old 

Irish period, as can be seen for example in Fiacc’s Hymn, which 

is also known as Génair Pátraicc and which has been dated to 

the eighth century. Here the author speaks of túath Érenn, the 

exact vernacular equivalent of populus Hiberniae, showing that it 

was possible to perceive of the Irish as forming a single body, 

united by their religion and their reverence for Patrick who, 

despite his background as a Briton, remained a powerful symbol 
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of Irish identity throughout the Middle Ages and beyond.128  

Admittedly, though the exact origins of Fursa and his brothers 

remain unknown, they do appear to have had close connections to 

the church at Louth where Patrick’s cult appears to have been 

particularly strong, and these links, rather than a wider sense of 

Irish identity, may explain their specific devotion to this saint.129 

Nevertheless, in Cummian’s De Controversia Paschali, 

written while Fursa was still alive, we find a mention of 

‘Patricius papa noster’.130 While the identity of this Cummian is 

still the subject of academic debate, the two most likely 

candidates are Cumméne Fota, the abbot of Clonfert in the east of 

modern Co. Galway, and Cumméne Ailbe, who would later 

become abbot of Iona, meaning that Cumméne was more than 

likely not connected to a church that was closely associated with 

St Patrick.131 Furthermore, the Cummian of the letter, by 

summoning, amongst others, the leaders of the churches of 

Clonfertmulloe, Emly and Clonmacnoise clearly moved in an 

area far from the heartland of the Patrician cult, yet even he 

acknowledges Patrick’s pre-eminent position.132 

It is perhaps possible that Cummian was in fact confusing 

Patrick with Palladius, who, in the Chronicle of Prosper of 

Aquitaine, is the first bishop of ‘the Scotti believing in Christ’ 

and is sent directly by the pope.133 It is surely to this event that 

Columbanus is referring when he says to Boniface that the Irish 

‘were disciples of Saints Peter and Paul’ and that ‘the Catholic 

faith, as it was delivered by you first [my italics], who are the 
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successors of the holy apostles, is maintained [by the Irish] 

unbroken.’134 This is not the place to discuss the vexed ‘Patrician 

problem’ – which F.J. Byrne once eloquently described as ‘the 

Gordian knot which bars the very portals of Irish history’ – but it 

seems clear that even at this early stage, whether through 

confusion with Palladius or no, St Patrick had already begun to 

take on the attributes of an island-wide saint.135 

Indeed, in the poem known as Audite omnes amantes Deum, 

which has been dated to the early seventh century, the apostolic 

nature of Patrick’s mission is expounded, and its remit was said 

to have been ‘amongst the Irish peoples’ (Hibernas inter 

gentes).136 Note here that the mission is amongst the Hibernas 

gentes specifically, rather than the Scotti as a whole, implying 

that Patrick’s remit was limited to the island itself and that he 

was considered the apostle of the Irish specifically rather than the 

wider Gaelic-speaking community.137 

This is not to say that there was no variety of beliefs and 

practices amongst Irish churchmen. For example, there were 

clear differences between the monastic rule of the Columbanian 

houses in Francia and that of the Irish based at Fosses. Fouracre 

and Gerberding add a political dimension to this, noting that, 

whereas Columbanus’s disciples became closely associated with 

the court of Neustro-Burgundy, Foillan and his followers were 

intimately associated with the Pippinids and Austrasia.138 

However, it is important to note that these political divisions 

came about after their arrival in Merovingian Gaul. Indeed, 

Foillan was initially welcomed by Erchinoald, the Neustrian 

mayor of the palace, and it was only due to a later disagreement 
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that he relocated to Austrasia. Moreover, those in Austrasia were 

not wholly disconnected from the Columbanian movement. 

Nivelles, the monastery founded by Itta, who so happily 

welcomed Foillan, was set up in large part due to the persuasion 

of St Amandus, who was pursuing missionary work in the area 

and who had close links to Columbanus’s successors.139 

Furthermore, the continued attachment of these ecclesiastics to 

their homeland should also be borne in mind. This of course 

manifested itself in many ways, but the worship of St Patrick 

appears to have been vital to the expression of their Irish identity. 

Indeed, there is evidence that verses dedicated to him may have 

been written at Péronne in the decades after Foillan’s expulsion, 

indicating that the veneration of Patrick transcended the murky 

realm of politics and that he acted as a symbol of unity for the 

Irish community in Francia as a whole.140 

 

Section 1.3: The Easter Controversy 

However, though religion brought the Irish together, it could also 

pull them apart. The pressure put on those who kept a different 

Easter on the Continent, as we have seen in Columbanus’s 

Letters, was eventually brought to bear on Ireland too. According 

to Bede, Pope Honorius I (625–638) wrote a letter to the Scotti, 

in which he ‘earnestly warned them not to imagine that their little 

community, isolated at the uttermost ends of the earth, had a 

monopoly of wisdom over all the ancient and new churches 

throughout the world, and he asked them not to keep a different 

Easter, contrary to the paschal calculations and synodical decrees 

                                                 
139 Ibid, p. 315. 
140 Kuno Meyer (ed. and trans.), ‘Verses from a chapel dedicated to St Patrick 
at Péronne’, Ériu 5 (1911), 110–11; Michael Lapidge is much more cautious 
about the attribution of these verses to Péronne and its abbot Cellán, though 
Aidan Breen accepts it wholeheartedly, for which see Michael Lapidge, 
‘Cellán’, ODNB, vol. 10, pp 806–7; Aidan Breen, ‘Cellán (Cellanus)’, 
Dictionary of Irish Biography Aidan Clarke et al. (eds), (Cambridge, 2009), 
vol. 2, p. 452; for a list of other works which discuss Cellán’s authorship, see 
Michael Lapidge & Michael Herren (eds), Aldhelm: the prose works 
(Cambridge, 1979), p. 199 n. 26.     
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of all the bishops throughout the world.’141 It has been argued 

that this letter was sent in connection with the papal grant of 

independence to Bobbio, which freed it from the control of the 

local bishop. This may have brought the divergent customs of the 

Irish into focus for the pope, as, no doubt, had the charges 

brought by Agrestius, a former Columbanian monk who had 

turned against his former community and now accused them of 

heterodox practices.142 

It appears that this letter produced immediate results, as the 

church to which Cummian was attached quickly adopted the 532-

year cycle of Victorius, even though he and many of his 

community did not initially accept it. They seem to have done so 

to some degree out of fear, as Cummian’s letter contains a 

reference to the threat of excommunication by the Apostolic 

Sees.143 This presumably was a warning issued by the papacy, 

putting the Irish in danger of being labelled as heretics and 

ostracised if they did not change their ways. The very idea of 

isolation from the rest of the Church seems to have caused great 

distress and initiated a new phase of inquiry into the Easter 

Question. Cummian himself spent a year in study, and eventually 

came to the conclusion that the weight of evidence supported 

Victorius and his Easter table, against the 84-year cycle.144 

Cummian then decided to gather together various church elders 

and hold a synod in Mag Léne, so that the new reckoning might 

be widely adopted. However, on the cusp of an agreement, a 

figure identified only as a ‘whited wall’ (paries dealbatus) stood 

up and was able to sow discord amongst the delegates, meaning a 

final, unanimous verdict was not reached. Therefore, it was 

decided instead to send a delegation to Rome where they would 

inquire into the matter further. They returned in the third year 
                                                 
141 Plummer, ‘Baedae Historia Ecclesiastica’, II.19, pp 122–4; Sherley-Price, 
Bede, II.19, pp 133–5. 
142 Charles-Edwards, ECI, pp 364–7; O’Hara & Wood, ‘Introduction’, eidem 
(eds), Jonas of Bobbio, p. 34.  
143 Ó Cróinín & Walsh, Cummian’s Letter, pp 56–7, pp 70–1, pp 90–1. 
144 Ó Cróinín & Walsh, Cummian’s Letter, pp 58–9. 
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after their departure and explained that the Easter they had seen 

observed in Rome differed from their own by a whole month and, 

furthermore, that all other Christians – they note having seen 

Greeks, Scythians, Hebrews and Egyptians – as far as they were 

aware, observed it. After swearing this on the holy relics which 

they had brought back, these churches now unanimously adopted 

the Victorian Easter and abandoned their old ways.145 

The purpose of De Controversia Paschali was to explain all 

of these developments to Ségéne, abbot of Iona, and a certain 

anchorite named Beccanus, and to urge them to adopt the new 

system. Cummian seems also to have been responding to 

criticism he had received for taking this decision, as he says he 

was writing in part to defend himself and his position.146 This 

letter appears to have generated some interest in the northern 

churches, and some of them, including the bishop of Armagh, 

wrote a letter to Pope Severinus, Honorius’s successor, which has 

not survived. Despite this, Dáibhí Ó Cróinín believes that they 

were writing to the pope to confirm the date on which Easter was 

to be celebrated, and in order to calculate this they may well have 

been using the Victorian reckoning as well as the laterculus.147 

However, Severinus died before he could respond, and it was left 

to Pope-elect John to answer for Rome. This reply was also 

recorded by Bede, who appears to quote from the main body of 

the letter.148 In it, John accuses these Irish ecclesiastics of 

Pelagianism. This at first sight seems odd, as John himself makes 

clear that Pelagianism was an old heresy, which had been 

suppressed for two hundred years. Its core tenet was that man 

could live without grace and was not tainted by original sin, 

                                                 
145 Ó Cróinín & Walsh, Cummian’s Letter, pp 90–5. 
146 Ó Cróinín & Walsh, Cummian’s Letter, pp 56–7, pp 94–5. 
147 For a more detailed account of this exchange between the Irish and the 
papacy, see Dáibhí Ó Cróinín, ‘New heresy for old: Pelagianism in Ireland and 
the papal letter of 640’, Speculum 60 (1985) 505–16 [reprinted in Dáibhí Ó 
Cróinín, Early Irish history and chronology (Dublin, 2003), pp 87–98]. 
148 Plummer, ‘Baedae Historia Ecclesiastica’, II.19, pp 122–4; Sherley-Price, 
Bede, pp 133–5. 
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something which the Irish church condemned just as fervently as 

the rest of Christendom. However, John’s accusation was in fact, 

as Ó Cróinín has made clear, based on the Irish calculation of 

Easter, which, in Rome’s eyes, appeared as if they were 

celebrating Easter before the Pasch and the Resurrection and, 

therefore, without the saving grace of Christ’s sacrifice.149 But, 

this harsh response seems to have been counter-productive, as 

these northern churches continued to cling to their own customs 

for decades to come, despite admonition from the pope and the 

conversion of the southern Irish. 

That this division in church customs appears to have fallen 

along geographical lines is worthy of note. Could it also reflect 

divisions of a more political nature? This is impossible to say 

with certainty, though the fact that the elders gathered by 

Cummian were all from churches located in the kingdoms of 

Leinster and Munster or were founded by Munster saints – with 

the notable exception of Clonmacnoise – could point in this 

direction. Unfortunately, we are not informed if any kings 

attended this synod, as the Northumbrian king Oswy was to do at 

Whitby a few decades later.150 However, in the ‘Vita Fintani 

(alias Munnu)’, which is possibly of eighth-century provenance, 

the saint attends a ‘great council of the peoples of Ireland 

(magnum consilium populorum Hyberniae)’ at Mag nAilbe in 

southern Leinster, where the dating of Easter was the main topic 

discussed and which the secular elite appear to have attended. 

Munnu was the main advocate of the old customs and everyone 

was awaiting his arrival before they could begin in earnest. 

However his lateness angered the king of the Uí Bairrche, who in 

                                                 
149 Ó Cróinín, ‘New heresy for old’, 515–6; [Early Irish history and 
chronology reprint, pp 97–8]. 
150 For accounts of the Synod of Whitby, please see Plummer ‘Baedae Historia 
Ecclesiastica’, III.25, pp 181–9; Sherley-Price, Bede, pp 182–8; Bertram 
Colgrave (ed. and trans.), The Life of Bishop Wilfrid (Cambridge, 1927), §10, 
pp 20–3. 
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his wrath called Munnu a ‘leprous cleric (clerico leproso)’, for 

which he was divinely punished shortly afterwards.151 

This incident plainly shows that the line between the secular 

and religious worlds was not so clear-cut in the early medieval 

period. Therefore, it would not be a surprise if we were to find 

secular figures in attendance at Mag Léne, though whether this 

was in fact the case must remain a mystery due to a lack of 

evidence. Nonetheless, this geographical division over a 

theological issue, regardless of whether it also mirrored a secular 

political division between north and south, is surely a topic 

worthy of further investigation. As we have seen, the celebration 

of the Pseudo-Anatolian Easter was used as a symbol of unity for 

the Irish and British by Columbanus; with the introduction of a 

new Easter, which was soon adopted by roughly half of the island, 

this key symbol was removed. As to whether Irish identity was 

itself correspondingly weakened by this move it is impossible to 

say anything with certainty. However, the references made by 

hagiographers to the island of Ireland as an ecclesiastical 

singularity in the latter half of the seventh century would suggest 

that this was not the case.  

 

Section 2: Irish identity in late seventh-century hagiography  

1.1: Cogitosus 

For example, in his Vita Sanctae Brigitae – dated by Bieler to not 

much later than 650 – Cogitosus, who appears to have been 

connected in some way with the major ecclesiastical settlement at 

Kildare, emphasises the fact that St Brigit retained an all-Ireland 

appeal, stating that ‘de omnibus provinciis totius Hiberniae 

innumerabiles populi (innumerable peoples from all the 

provinces of the whole of Ireland)’ came to her to pledge their 

                                                 
151 William W. Heist (ed.), ‘Vita Prima Sancti Fintani seu Munnu’, idem (ed.), 
Vitae Sanctorum, pp 198–209, §29, p. 207; for an extended discussion on the 
dating of this text and the dates of the other so-called O’Donohue Lives, see 
Sharpe, Medieval Irish Saints’ Lives, pp 297–339.  
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vows and serve under her as her fame as a holy woman grew.152 

In very similar language, he also describes how ‘innumerabiles 

populos de omnibus provinciis Hiberniae’ came to Kildare every 

year to celebrate Brigit’s feast-day. Admittedly, this could merely 

be exaggeration on the part of the hagiographer to make Brigit’s 

popularity seem more widespread than it actually was, especially 

as he describes her church at Kildare as ‘caput paene omnium 

Hibernensium ecclesiarum’ or ‘head of almost all of the churches 

of the Irish.’153 

Nonetheless, the fact that he claimed authority for Kildare 

across the whole of Ireland is itself significant. For example, 

Conleth, the bishop who assisted Brigit so that ‘her churches 

might lack nothing as regards priestly orders’ is called an 

archbishop by Cogitosus, and his paruchia is said to have ‘spread 

across Ireland and extended from sea to sea (cuius parochia per 

totam Hibernensem terram diffusa a mari usque ad mare)’.154 As 

Etchingham has shown, the term paruchia can be linked with a 

bishop’s area of jurisdiction. This claim, bounded by the sea, 

would have encompassed only the Hibernenses, rather than the 

Scotti as a whole.155 

Yet the text does also contain references to a ‘Scotic’ identity, 

as can be seen when Cogitosus describes Kildare as the safest 

city of refuge ‘in tota Scottorum terra’, and in addition he also 

declares that it is the ‘summit excelling all monasteries of the 

Scotti (culmen praecellens omnia monasteria Scottorum)’.156 

However, these statements do not bring with them any claims to 

                                                 
152 Ludwig Bieler, ‘the Celtic hagiographer’, Studia Patristica 5 (1962), 243–
65, 246–8; Seán Connolly, ‘Cogitosus’s Life of St Brigit: content and value’, 
JRSAI 117 (1987), 5–10, 5; Seán Connolly & Jean-Michel Picard (eds and 
trans), ‘Cogitosus: Life of St Brigit’, JRSAI 117 11–27, 11; for the Latin text 
see Karina Hochegger, Untersuchungen zu den ältesten Vitae sanctae Brigidae 
(M. Phil thesis, University of Vienna, 2009), pp 18–58, p. 18. 
153 Connolly & Picard, ‘Cogitosus’, 11; Hochegger, Untersuchungen, p. 18. 
154 Connolly & Picard, ‘Cogitosus’, 11; Hochegger, Untersuchungen, p. 18. 
155 For a full discussion of the meaning of paruchia see Colmán Etchingham, 
Church organisation in Ireland, A.D. 650 to 1000 (Maynooth, 2000), pp 106–
25; Colmán Etchingham, ‘the implications of paruchia’, Ériu 44 (1993), 139–
62. 
156 Connolly & Picard, ‘Cogitosus’, 11; Hochegger, Untersuchungen, p. 18. 
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authority outside of Ireland. Instead, they highlight the difference 

between an Irish community which was in the pastoral care of 

Kildare and the wider community of the Scotti, amongst whom 

Kildare was highly regarded but who were not completely under 

its jurisdiction. This contrast between authority in Ireland and 

esteem – but nothing more – amongst the Scotti as a whole is 

reiterated again by Cogitosus at the end of his preface. Kildare, 

he says, has always been ruled over by the ‘archiepiscopus 

Hibernensium episcoporum et abbatissa quam omnes abbatissae 

Scottorum venerantur (the archbishop of Irish bishops and the 

abbess whom all the abbesses of the Scotti revere)’.157 Once more 

Kildare is said to specifically rule over the Irish while simply 

maintaining a position of dignity and respect in the rest of the 

Gaelic-speaking world, again highlighting the primacy of the 

island of Ireland in conceptions of political identity at this time.  

 

Section 2.2: The Liber Angeli 

Indeed, the position of the archepiscopus Hibernensium – whose 

sphere of influence does not appear to have been affected by the 

ongoing Easter Controversy – is further discussed in the Patrician 

dossier in the Book of Armagh and the oldest text in this 

collection, the Liber Angeli, has been dated by Charles-Edwards 

to the later seventh century, making it roughly contemporary with 

the views of Cogitosus. 158 However, in this case the anonymous 

author puts forward Armagh’s claim to precedence, in opposition 

to Cogitosus and Kildare. This author states that an angel visited 

Saint Patrick ‘post conversionem Hibernensium’ and that the two 

discussed the rights and responsibilities that Patrick had been 

given by God. Intriguingly, the angel asserts that God had given 

him ‘all the peoples of the Scotti by way of a paruchia (universas 

                                                 
157 Connolly & Picard, ‘Cogitosus’, 12; Hochegger, Untersuchungen, p. 19. 
158 Bieler believed that the Liber Angeli was ‘hardly earlier than the eighth 
century’ but Charles-Edwards has, on firmer grounds, dated it to the period 
between 678 and 687, for which see Ludwig Bieler, The Patrician texts in the 
Book of Armagh (Dublin, 1979), p. 54; Charles-Edwards, ECI, pp 438–40. 
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Scottorum gentes in modum paruchiae)’.159 They were also given 

to his city of Armagh, called the place that Patrick loved ‘above 

all the lands of the Irish (prae omnibus Hibernensium 

telluribus)’.160 

At first sight, this appears as if the Liber Angeli is claiming a 

paruchia that extended across the ‘Scotic’ world, headquartered 

in the Irish civitas of Armagh. However, subsequent references to 

Patrick’s authority all seem to limit it to the island of Ireland, just 

as Conleth’s had been. For example, he talks of seeing the elect 

‘on this island (in hac insola)’ and, in a show of magnanimity, 

offers to share his God-given paruchia with the ‘perfect religious 

of Ireland (perfectis Hiberniae relegiossis)’, rather than the Scotti 

in general.161 Furthermore, Patrick describes himself as 

‘apostolicus doctor et dux principalis omnibus Hiberionacum 

gentibus (apostolic doctor and principal leader to all the peoples 

of the Irish)’. At one point too the text states that ‘God gave to 

him [Patrick] the whole island (donavit illi Deus totam insolam)’ 

and this is further reinforced by the assertion that Patrick will 

judge ‘all of the Irish (omnes Hibernenses)’ on the Day of 

Judgement. 162 On the balance of the evidence then it appears that 

it was the island and its people, and not the Scotti more generally, 

that were given to Patrick by God, a point reinforced towards the 

end of the text by the former’s designation as archiepiscopus 

Hibernensium.163  

Confusingly however, this final statement is to be found in a 

section which asserts Armagh’s position as a court of appeal, to 

                                                 
159 Whitley Stokes (ed.), ‘Liber Angeli’, idem (ed.), The tripartite life of 
Patrick: with other documents relating to that saint, 2 vols (London, 1887), ii, 
pp 352–6, p. 352; Ludwig Bieler (ed. and trans.), ‘Liber Angeli’, idem (ed.), 
The Patrician texts, pp 184–91, §8, pp 184–5; Etchingham, Church 
organisation, p. 114.  
160 Stokes, ‘Liber Angeli’ (1887), p. 352; Bieler‚ ‘Liber Angeli’ (1979), §7, pp 
184–5. 
161 Stokes, ‘Liber Angeli’ (1887), p. 353; Bieler, ‘Liber Angeli’ (1979), §§10–
11, pp 184–7.  
162 Stokes, ‘Liber Angeli’, (1887), p. 355; Bieler, ‘Liber Angeli’ (1979), §13, 
pp 186–7, §21, pp 188–9, §23, pp 188–9.   
163 Stokes, ‘Liber Angeli’ (1887), pp 355–6; Bieler, ‘Liber Angeli’(1979), §28, 
pp 188–9.  
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which difficult judgements should be referred if the answer is 

unknown ‘to the judges of the peoples of the Scotti (Scottorum 

gentium iudicibus)’.164 Here we see something of a paradox. 

Armagh’s authority has been expressly limited to the island of 

Ireland, yet at the same time the opinions of all the Scotti need to 

be taken into account before it can intervene. Moreover, in 

another section we are told that the heir of Patrick cannot be 

oversworn by any of the Scotti (ab ulla Scottorum) nor by any 

abbots or bishops.165 One possible solution to this conundrum, 

suggested by the description of Ireland as ‘the island of the 

Scotti’, is that the author simply may not have been interested in 

the people Adomnán was to call the Scotti Britanniae, inhabitants 

of the British section of the kingdom of Dál Riata, and instead 

was referring solely to the people of Ireland when using this 

term.166 An alternative solution is that the writer, while limiting 

the jurisdiction of Armagh to Ireland and the Hibernenses, at the 

same time recognised the influence of the powerful ecclesiastical 

community of Iona, which, despite being based in Britain, could 

also claim adherents in Ireland. Therefore, by pronouncing 

Armagh’s position above all the judges, bishops and abbots of the 

Scotti, the author may have been pre-empting any claims Iona, 

which lay outside of Patrick’s divinely ordained patrimony, could 

have made to challenge his heir’s authority.  

 

Section 2.3: Tírechán and Muirchú 

Two other writers were soon to follow in the footsteps of the 

Liber Angeli author in promoting the cult of Patrick, and their 

works are also uniquely preserved in the Book of Armagh. 

Unlike their predecessor however, and unusually for works of 

                                                 
164 Stokes, ‘Liber Angeli’, (1887), p. 356; Bieler, ‘Liber Angeli’ (1979), §28, 
pp 188–9.  
165 Stokes, ‘Liber Angeli’ (1887), p. 354; Bieler, ‘Liber Angeli’ (1979), §20, 
pp 188–9. 
166 For more on this see Chapter I Section 4.2 below; for the equation of Scotia 
and Ireland at this time see the Introduction above. 
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seventh-century provenance, we know the names of both of these 

men. 

Tírechán, apparently the older of the two, was a bishop who 

may have been fostered by Ultán moccu Conchobair, bishop of 

Ardbraccan, in what is now county Meath. Tírechán himself 

appears to have been a member of the Uí Amolngada, a dynasty 

based to the west of the River Moy in Connacht.167 These two 

connections help to explain why his account seems especially 

focused on the midlands and the territories west of the Shannon. 

Known as the Collectanea and dated by Charles-Edwards c. 

690, his work is more of an itinerary than a true life of St 

Patrick.168 Nevertheless, it provides us with a further assertion of 

the rights of Patrick’s church. For example, after lamenting the 

loss of many churches which used to belong to the saint, which 

had now fallen into the hands of others, Tírechán claims that 

Patrick’s paruchia is hated because ‘i. it is not permitted to swear 

against him [Patrick’s heir], ii. or overswear him, iii. or swear 

concerning him iiii. and it is not permitted to draw lots with him, 

because all the primitive churches of Ireland are his; on the 

contrary, he overswears whatever is sworn.’169 Moreover, 

Patrick’s heir is entitled to jurisdiction over all of Ireland because 

‘God gave him the whole island with its people through an angel 

of the Lord.’ These claims are clearly based on those made in the 

Liber Angeli, and Tírechán appears to have been using this earlier 

source to reassert Patrick’s authority across the island.170 

                                                 
167 Bieler, The Patrician texts, pp 35–6. 
168 Charles-Edwards, ECI, pp 438–40. 
169 Bieler, ‘Tírechán’, §18, pp 138–9; the Latin reads: ‘sed familiam eius non 
dilegunt, quia i. non licet iurare contra eum ii. et super eum iii. et de eo iiii. et 
non lignum licet contra eum mitti, quia ipsius sunt omnes primitiuae 
aeclessiae Hiberniae, sed <supra>iuratur a se omne quod iuratur.  Omnia 
autem quae scripsi ab initio libri huius semplicia sunt; omne autem quod 
restat strictius erit.’ 
170 Bieler, ‘Tírechán’, §18, pp 138–9; for Tírechán’s use of the Liber Angeli 
see Daniel Binchy, ‘Patrick and his biographers – ancient and modern’, Studia 
Hibernica 2 (1962), 7–173; 60, 64; Richard Sharpe, ‘Armagh and Rome in the 
seventh century’, Próinséas Ní Chatháin & Michael Richter (eds), Irland und 
Europa / Ireland and Europe, pp 58–72, pp 61–3. 



 54 

Evidently, for Tírechán too the saint’s proper territory should be 

‘totam insolam cum hominibus’. 

He reinforces these claims subtly throughout the text, and by 

portraying Patrick as the destroyer of paganism in Ireland he is 

surely inferring that as a result the saint has a right to pre-

eminence there.171 This point is made more explicitly later on in 

the text when Tírechán asserts that God told ‘all the holy men of 

Ireland, past, present and future’ to imitate Patrick, who had 

climbed to the summit of Mons Aigli – identified with Croagh 

Patrick in Mayo – ‘in order to bless the peoples of Ireland’ 

(Hiberniae populos).’ While Patrick was praying at the summit, 

he was met by this ‘choir of all the holy men of the Irish’ (corus 

sanctorum omnium Hibernensium) and is explicitly called their 

father.172 Thus, his position of superiority over all the saints of 

Ireland clearly implies his authority over the entirety of the Irish 

church. Finally, the fact that Patrick is brought on a circuit of the 

entire island by Tírechán, founding churches and blessing kings, 

further reinforces this claim to an all-Ireland jurisdiction.173 No 

mention is made of the Scotti as a whole and, once again, the 

territory of the archbishop is restricted to Ireland. 

Preceding Tírechán’s work in the Book of Armagh, we find 

the Vita Sancti Patricii of Muirchú, which was written much 

more like a conventional hagiographical text than the 

Collectanea.174 Its date of composition has been placed in the 

690s, and it had certainly been written before the death of Áed, 

bishop of Sletty – to whom the book is dedicated – in 700, 

probably making it the younger of the two texts.175 The author, 

whose full name is Muirchú moccu Machthéni, acknowledges 

                                                 
171 Bieler, ‘Tírechán’, § 4, pp 126–7, §8, pp 130–3.  
172 Bieler, ‘Tírechán’, § 38, pp 152–3.  
173 In the final four sections Tírechán gives a very brief account of Patrick’s 
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Cogitosus – the author of the Vita Sanctae Brigitae previously 

discussed – as his father in the preface to his work, but this 

should probably be taken to refer to a spiritual connection rather 

than a carnal one. Instead, judging by his ‘gentilic’ name, it is 

possible that he was a member of the Túath Mochthaine, a 

relatively unimportant family who were based in the vicinity of 

Armagh.176 This would make Muirchú a native of the south-east 

of Ulster, explaining his detailed knowledge of this area in his 

work, though he could also have simply acquired this information 

during his time at Armagh, as there is also evidence that he may 

have been a Leinsterman.177 

Regardless of his origins, Muirchú is unequivocal when 

asserting Patrick’s rights. He styles the saint as ‘the bishop of all 

Ireland’ and claims that his feast day is celebrated by ‘omnibus 

totius Hyberniae’.178 Furthermore, of the four petitions Patrick 

asked of God in Muirchú’s account, the fourth explicitly states 

that all the Irish (Hibernenses) should be judged by him on the 

Day of Judgement, just as the apostles are to judge the twelve 

tribes of Israel.179 This comparison with the apostles bolsters 

Patrick’s claim to be the apostolic saint of Ireland subject only to 

God, and such an assertion served to greatly reinforce the case 

made for Patrick – and by extension his successors in Armagh – 

to be the island’s archbishop.180 

However, unlike Tírechán, Muirchú does refer on occasion to 

the Scotti, most famously when referring to the royal centre of 

Tara, describing it as ‘caput Scottorum’, which can roughly be 
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translated as ‘capital of the Scotti’.181 He also speaks of two 

Scotti who were attendants to King Loíguire and says that, when 

an Anglo-Saxon woman travelled across the sea to meet Patrick, 

she journeyed to ‘Scoticas partes’. In addition, at one point 

Muirchú refers to Ireland as Scotia, though as this appellation 

was commonly applied to Ireland throughout the early medieval 

period its use by Muirchú is perhaps unsurprising.182 

Nonetheless, the fact that Tírechán only used ‘Scotic’ 

terminology in a linguistic sense to refer to the Gaelic language 

while Muirchú made much more expansive use of it is significant 

and requires an explanation.183 One possibility is that Muirchú 

had a greater awareness of a ‘Scotic’ identity than Tírechán and 

chose to emphasise this more explicitly, though the fact that 

Patrick’s authority is still unequivocally linked to the island of 

Ireland and the Irish themselves seems to count against this 

interpretation. A second and more intriguing possibility is that 

the term Scotti was employed by Muirchú to refer to the pagan 

Irish while Hibernenses was used to refer to Irish Christian 

converts, a distinction that may have been made by Patrick 

himself, whose writings are also preserved in the Book of 

Armagh.184 Indeed, Muirchú’s story of Patrick punishing a 

British king named Corictic is clearly influenced by Patrick’s 

famous Epistola ad Milites Corotici, a letter written to a British 

king called Coroticus who had been kidnapping Irish Christians. 

These Christians are quite clearly labelled by the saint as 

Hiberionaci, while their pagan countrymen are termed Scotti.185  

                                                 
181 Bieler, ‘Muirchú’, I.10, pp 74–7. 
182 Bieler, ‘Muirchú’, I.27, pp 98–101; for the usage of Scotia see the 
Introduction above. 
183 Bieler, ‘Tírechán’, § 26.19, pp 144–5, §34, pp 150–1; §4, pp 126–7. 
184 James Carney, Studies in Irish literature and history (Dublin, 1979), pp 
402–7.  
185 Bieler, ‘Muirchú’, I.29, pp 100–1; Ludwig Bieler (ed. and trans.), ‘Epistola 
ad milites Corotici’, idem (ed.), Libri epistolarum Sancti Patricii episcopi, 
Part I: Introduction and text (Dublin, 1952), pp 91–102, §2, p. 92, §12, p. 97, 
§16, p. 99 
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Therefore, it is possible that Muirchú directly borrowed the 

saint’s usage of these terms. Tara would then be the capital of the 

pagan Irish, ‘their Babylon’, ruled over by a ‘rex ferox 

gentilisque’. The two Scotti who remained with Loíguire and his 

queen in terrified awe of Patrick were evidently pagans, and 

Scotia, being used solely in a passage which describes Patrick’s 

time as a slave, could then refer to an Ireland ‘still frozen in the 

cold of unbelief’, to borrow Muirchú’s description of pagan 

Britain. The reference to the Anglo-Saxon Monesan visiting 

Patrick in ‘Scoticas partes’ is harder to explain, but it could refer 

to Patrick’s ongoing missionary work amongst the pagan Irish.186 

Therefore, it appears that the focus of Muirchú’s narrative was 

still on Ireland and its inhabitants rather than on the Scotti as a 

whole. 

Following Tírechán’s account in the Book of Armagh, we 

find a series of small pieces about St Patrick known to scholars as 

the Additamenta, some of which have been dated to the late 

seventh century, though others may have been added in the 

eighth.187 In this section of the Book of Armagh we also find the 

famous acclamation of Brian Boru as Imperator Scottorum, a 

later interpolation of the eleventh century which unfortunately 

falls outside the scope of this work.188 The first section of the 

Additamenta – the only one which will concern us in the present 

chapter – begins by listing three petitions made by Patrick to God, 

which intriguingly differ from the four he was said to have 

obtained in Muirchú’s account. The first petition requests that 

every one of the Irish who does penance will be accepted into 

heaven, even if he does so only on his last day. The second 

petition asks that no ‘barbarian peoples’ should rule over ‘us’ 

                                                 
186 Bieler, ‘Muirchú’, I.10, pp 74–7, I.27, pp 98–101.  
187 For the seventh-century origins of at least one part of this work, see 
Richard Sharpe, ‘Palaeographical considerations in the study of the Patrician 
documents in the Book of Armagh (Dublin, Trinity College MS 52)’, 
Scriptorium 36 (1982), 3–28; Wadden, ‘The first English invasion’, 13. 
188 Gwynn, Liber Ardmachanus, fol. 16 v., p. 32; for a recent analysis of this 
title see Mulhaire, Kingship, pp 91–112. 
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forever. This has been taken as a reference to the infamous 

Northumbrian invasion of Brega in 684, about which more shall 

be said shortly. The third and final petition requests that ‘nostrum, 

id est Hibernensium’, be spared the chaos of the Apocalypse. In 

order to avoid this, Patrick asked that Ireland be submerged 

beneath the sea seven years before the Day of Judgement.189 

These petitions clearly emphasise the power of St Patrick and his 

position as a protector of the Irish as a whole, being able to spare 

them from hardships as well as being vital to their salvation. That 

he acts as an intercessor between the Irish and God must surely 

have enhanced the claims of Armagh to supremacy over Irish 

ecclesiastical affairs.190 Furthermore, the fact that it is the 

Hibernenses rather than the Scotti in general who are to be saved 

again reflects Armagh’s focus on a hegemony bounded by 

Ireland’s shores. 

Interestingly, unlike the first and third petitions, the second 

does not focus on the afterlife or the judgement of souls. Instead, 

this wish is concerned with the political affairs of the time. As 

Wadden notes, the use of the word barbarus by Tírechán, who 

may have recorded these petitions, is inconsistent in his 

Collectanea. Indeed, Tírechán uses the word to refer to Irish 

Christian men in Patrick’s retinue.191 However, from the context 

of the Additamenta, where the Hibernenses are referred to using 

the first person plural, it seems quite clear that non-Irish peoples 

are the barbari in question. That this reflects the seventh-century 

Northumbrian invasion of Brega is implied not only by the date 

of the text itself, but also by the later Patrician text known as the 

Vita Tripartita, or ‘Tripartite Life’ of Patrick, the exact date of 

which remains unknown, though its current form probably dates 

to the Middle Irish period.192 In this, the three petitions of Patrick 

                                                 
189 Gwynn, Liber Ardmachanus, fol. 15 v., p. 30. 
190 Picard, ‘claims of apostolicity’, pp 434–6. 
191 Wadden, ‘the first English invasion’, 13.  
192 For the controversy surrounding the dating of the Vita Tripartita see the 
Introduction above. 
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as found in the Additamenta are again listed, but this time the 

barbarae gentes are explicitly equated with the English, whom 

Patrick says ‘should not inhabit Ireland, by consent or by force, 

so long as I am in heaven.’193 The Northumbrian invasion, 

therefore, does appear to have been what the author of the 

Additamenta had in mind. 

 

Section 2.4: The Northumbrian Invasion of Brega 

Not much is known about this event, which appears to have had 

such a large impact on the Irish psyche at the time.194 The longest 

account is provided by Bede, who notes: 

 

‘In the year of our Lord 684, King Ecgfrith of the Northumbrians 

sent an army into Ireland under the command of Berht, who 

brutally harassed these inoffensive people who had always been 

so friendly to the English, and in his hatred he spared neither 

churches nor monasteries. The islanders resisted force by force as 

well as they could, and implored the merciful aid of God, praying 

Heaven long and earnestly to avenge them, and although those 

who curse may not enter the kingdom of God, one may well 

believe that those who were justly cursed for their wickedness 

quickly suffered the penalty of their guilt at the hands of God 

their Judge.’ 

 

Bede then goes on to give a short account of Ecgfrith’s defeat at 

the hands of the Picts at the battle of Nechtansmere the following 

year, despite the warnings of Cuthbert who had urged him to 

avoid ravaging Pictland. Ecgfrith had also launched the attack on 

Brega against the advice of ‘the reverend father Ecgberht, who 

begged him not to attack the Scotti who had done him no 

                                                 
193 Kathleen Mulchrone (ed. and trans.), Bethu Phátraic: the Tripartite Life of 
Patrick, vol. I: text and sources (Dublin, 1939), pp 72–3; the Irish text reads: 
‘Saxain náró trebat Héirinn ar áiss nách ar éicinn céin mbeo-sa for nim’; 
Wadden, ‘the first English invasion’, 15. 
194 See Chapter I Section 3.3 below. 
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harm.’195 The annals do not add much to this, stating laconically 

that ‘the Saxons lay waste Mag Breg, and many churches, in the 

month of June.’196 

The reasons behind this expedition, which appears as an 

isolated instance of hostility between the Irish and Northumbria 

in the surviving sources, have been keenly debated by historians, 

who have struggled to explain this apparently unprovoked attack 

on a ‘harmless race’. Hermann Moisl was the first scholar to 

draw attention to an entry only preserved in the Annals of 

Clonmacnoise, a seventeenth-century English translation of a lost 

Irish exemplar. In its version of events, the attack on Brega was 

as a result of ‘the alliance of the Irish with the Brittaines.’197 

Moisl took this as an indication of a broader anti-Ecgfrith 

alliance which encompassed the Irish and the peoples of northern 

Britain like the Britons and Picts. Their goal, he argues, was to 

replace Ecgfrith with his half-brother Aldfrith – who was living 

on the island of Iona and who was said to have had an Irish 

mother – which would, they hoped, bring an end to 

Northumbrian expansion into northern Britain, which seriously 

threatened their territories. Ecgfrith’s raid on Brega then was a 

pre-emptive strike to disrupt this strategy.198  

However, arguments against this theory have been made. For 

instance, Patrick Wadden makes the valid point that there is no 

evidence that Ecgfrith considered his half-brother a threat to his 

                                                 
195 Sherley-Price, Bede, IV.26, p. 252; the Latin reads: ‘Anno dominicae 
incarnationis DCLXXXIIII. Ecgfrid rex Nordanhymbrorum, misso Hiberniam 
cum exercitu duce Bercto, uastauit misere gentem innoxiam, et nationi 
Anglorum semper amicissimam, ita ut ne ecclesiis quidem aut monasteriis 
manus parceret hostilis. At insulani et, quantum ualuere, armis arma 
repellebant, et invocantes diuinae auxilium pietatis, caelitus se uindicari 
continuis diu inprecationibus postulabant. Et quamuis maledici regnum Dei 
possidere non possint, creditum est tamen, quod hi, qui merito impietatis suae 
maledicebuntur, ocius Domino uindice poenas sui reatus luerent... noluerat 
audire reuerentissimum patrem Ecgberctum, ne Scottiam nil se ledentem 
inpugnaret’; Plummer, ‘Baedae Historia Ecclesiastica’, IV.26, pp 266–7. 
196 AU, 685.2, pp 148–9.  
197 AClon, s.a. 680 [684], p. 109; Hermann Moisl, ‘The Bernician royal 
dynasty and the Irish in the seventh century’, Peritia 2 (1983), 103–26, 123–4.  
198 Moisl, ‘The Bernician royal dynasty’, 123. 
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position prior to his death.199 Indeed, in the anonymous Life of 

Cuthbert – which was probably written some time between 699 

and 705 – when the king’s sister Aelfflaed asked the saint who 

would succeed Ecgfrith on the throne, Cuthbert replied ‘you will 

find him a brother no less than the other one.’ However, 

Aelfflaed failed to see this as a reference to Aldfrith until she was 

further prompted that he lived on an island ‘beyond this sea’.200 

Had Aldfrith any ambition to succeed his brother, she surely 

would have called him to mind sooner. Moreover, Wadden also 

points out that an attack on Iona, where his brother was based, 

would have made more sense and been more effective if 

Ecgfrith’s plan was to disrupt Aldfrith’s conspiracy.201 

Instead of these secular, political reasons, Wadden and 

Charles-Edwards have posited an ecclesiastical motivation, 

which had its roots in the decisions made at the Synod of Whitby 

in 664. It was here that Ecgfrith’s father Oswiu abandoned the 

calculation of Easter favoured by Iona and instead adopted the 

reckoning favoured by the ‘Romanising’ party, the most 

prominent member of which at Whitby being the young Wilfrid 

of Ripon. Clare Stancliffe has argued that the position taken by 

Wilfrid on this question was an extreme one which created 

considerable tension within the Northumbrian Church, positing 

that Wilfrid not only considered those who adhered to the 

Pseudo-Anatolian Easter as Quartodecimans and therefore, 

heretics, he also accused all those who remained in contact with 

them after Whitby of being illegitimate, in keeping with the 

rulings made at the Synod of Antioch in 341.202 Certainly, 

Wilfrid appears as a rather divisive figure in the extant sources, a 

                                                 
199 Wadden, ‘The first English invasion’, 8–9. 
200 Bertram Colgrave (ed. and trans.), Two Lives of Saint Cuthbert: a life from 
an anonymous monk of Lindisfarne and Bede’s prose life, (Cambridge, 1940), 
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figure who vigorously tried to establish himself as the pre-

eminent ecclesiastic north of the Humber. 

Indeed, while attending a church council in Rome in 680 he 

even claimed to be representing ‘all the northern part of Britain 

and of Ireland, and the islands that were settled by the peoples of 

the English and the Britons and also of the Scotti and Picts.’203 

This fascinating assertion is worthy of some discussion. Wilfrid, 

in making this claim, was evidently emphasising the importance 

of the see of York and was attempting to elevate it to 

metropolitan status, in keeping with the original plan for the 

English Church envisioned by Gregory the Great.204 But by 

including northern Ireland, which had not been part of Gregory’s 

scheme, he was also attempting to subordinate to his rule all of 

the peoples who still adhered to the older Easter calculation 

abandoned at Whitby, peoples whom he probably considered to 

be following heretical practices.205 

Surely this is the reason why he did not extend his claims to 

the southern half of Ireland, where the churches had, for the most 

part, converted to the Victorian reckoning. Therefore, Wilfrid 

may well have seen the northern half of Ireland as ripe for the 

plucking, and Wadden and Charles-Edwards see this 

ecclesiastical imperialism as providing the justification for the 

imperial ambitions of Ecgfrith and Northumbria. To them, the 

attack on Brega was nothing less than an invasion designed to 

enforce political subordination on the most powerful and 

prosperous area of Ireland, which contained the symbolic 

political centre of Tara. Moreover, the fact that both the annals 

and Bede dwell on attacks committed against churches is taken to 

                                                 
203 Colgrave, The Life of Bishop Wilfrid, §53, pp 114–5; the Latin reads: ‘Pro 
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imply that these institutions were deliberately targeted for their 

religious observances.206 

However, there are some problems with this interpretation. 

By 684, Wilfrid and Ecgfrith were no longer on good terms. 

Indeed, in 678 Ecgfrith had driven Wilfrid out of his bishopric, 

and the two were to remain estranged until Ecgfrith’s death.207 It 

seems unlikely, therefore, that the king would try to enforce any 

of Wilfrid’s hegemonic claims at this time. Moreover, the fact 

that Ecgfrith agreed to split Wilfrid’s diocese in three, amongst 

new incumbents who were loyal to Canterbury, suggests that 

creating a metropolitan see was not on his agenda.208 

Additionally, the plundering and burning of churches by the 

invaders could also be explained as an attempt to secure booty 

and provisions, rather than as an attempt to cow a recalcitrant 

church.209 

Taken together, this evidence seems to rule out an 

ecclesiastical motive for Ecgfrith’s attack on Brega, and instead it 

could be argued that the attack was actually linked to Ecgfrith’s 

northern military campaigns. For example, at this time there 

appears to have been widespread unrest amongst the various 

dynasties of Dál Riata, and of these dynasties the most powerful 

was Cenél nGabráin, which appears to have been supported by 

the Northumbrians. However, its position was coming under 

increasing pressure from both Cenél nGartnait, based on Skye, 

and Cenél Comgaill, based in Cowal.210 This conflict is hinted at 

by the annals, which record an upsurge in conflict in northern 
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Britain in the decade leading up to the attack on Brega.211 They 

also record a battle fought in 682 between the Cruithin and a 

group of Britons in Mag Line in Ulster, in which the king of the 

former was slain.212 The exact identity of these Britons is not 

known, but the fact that they chose to attack north-eastern Ireland 

should remind us that political players on one side of the North 

Channel could have a significant impact on the inhabitants of the 

other. 

Therefore, though it is only attested by a late source, the 

claim made in AClon should not be dismissed out of hand, and it 

is quite possible that the king of Tara was perceived as a threat to 

Ecgfrith’s fragile hegemony in northern Britain. Indeed, it is 

interesting to note that in the years before 684 both the Northern 

and Southern Uí Néill appear to have been active against the 

Ulaid, the same kingdom attacked by the Britons in 682.213 From 

this it could be argued that the Ulaid were allied with 

Northumbria, helping to shore up its influence in the area, and 

that the destabilising attacks against the former by the Irish and 

Britons may have led to retaliation by the latter in the form of the 

attack on Brega. 

 This is mere speculation, but nonetheless this incident does 

suggest that the actions of the most powerful kings of Tara could 

have had international consequences, and in their fear of external 

barbarae gentes in opposition to the Hibernenses, the 

Additamenta appear to reflect a heightened consciousness of an 

Irish identity in the aftermath of this crisis. 

 

Section 2.5: The representation of the king of Tara in 

Tírechán and Muirchú 

Yet even if the king of Tara was powerful enough in this period 

to attract the attentions of the king of Northumbria, his 

                                                 
211 AU, 678.3, 678.7, 680.5, 681.3, 681.5, 682.4, 683.3, pp 144–9. 
212 AU, 682.2, pp 146–7. 
213 AU, 679.3, 681.1, pp 144–7. 
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representation in literary works must be analysed in order to see 

how he was perceived by his contemporaries. On this point, 

much has been made of Muirchú’s attitude towards King 

Loíguire in his work, with the line ‘rex quidam magnus ferox 

gentilisque, imperator barbarorum regnans in Temoria, quae 

erat caput Scottorum, Loiguire filius Neill, origo stirpis regiae 

huius pene insolae (a certain great king fierce and heathen, 

Loíguire son of Níall, the origin of the royal stock of almost the 

entire island, emperor of barbarians reigning in Tara which was 

the capital of the Scotti)’ often quoted.214 Scholars have 

interpreted this as evidence of the power of the Uí Néill kings in 

Muirchú’s own day, or, at least, evidence of the ambitions and 

aspirations of both the Uí Néill and Armagh to an island-wide 

hegemony.215 Certainly, the intention of this line to flatter the 

former has not been seriously questioned, and historians have 

tended to see a clear political agenda in Muirchú’s text. However, 

few have extensively analysed the rich biblical allusions 

contained within this work for evidence of the author’s attitude to 

kingship.216 

For example, Loíguire is explicitly compared to two biblical 

kings, Herod and Nebuchadnezzar.217 If Muirchú had sought to 

ingratiate himself and his church with the Uí Néill, comparing 

one of their kings to the man who tried to kill the infant Jesus 

would have been a poor choice. Admittedly, it could be argued 

that the criticism inherent in this comparison was palatable to the 

Uí Néill because the descendants of Loíguire were not politically 

important in the late seventh century, and were subordinate to 

other, more powerful branches of the dynasty.218 However, unlike 

                                                 
214 Bieler, ‘Muirchú’, I.10, pp 74–7. 
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in Tírechán’s account, Muirchú does not have Patrick bless any 

other sons of Níall, who could then be expected to uphold the 

principles of Christian kingship in place of their reluctant 

brother.219 

Indeed, neither of the two kings mentioned by Muirchú – 

Miliucc moccu Bóin and Loíguire – are presented positively. 

Miliucc burns himself alive rather accept the Word of God from 

his former slave, and Loíguire only reluctantly converts when 

threatened with death.220 Instead of promoting secular kingship, 

Muirchú in fact seems to be denigrating it and announcing its 

inferiority in the face of Christianity. The most compelling 

evidence for this comes from Muirchú’s comparison of Loíguire 

with Nebuchadnezzar. This king conquered the kingdom of Judah, 

an event which is said by the Bible to have begun the period of 

Jewish exile known as the Babylonian Captivity.221 He features 

heavily in the Book of Daniel, being responsible for the 

upbringing and education of that prophet in his court.222 It is also 

made quite clear in this Book that his power extended across the 

entire earth, making him unrivalled as a ruler. Indeed, in the first 

dream which Daniel interprets for Nebuchadnezzar, the latter is 

equated with the golden head of a statue, which had ‘arms and 

chest of silver, waist and hips of bronze, legs of iron and feet 

partly of iron and partly of clay.’223 Each of these represented a 

mighty kingdom which would in turn rule the world, and 

Nebuchadnezzar’s position at its apex speaks volumes of his own 

position, a ‘king of kings’ who had received ‘imperium and glory 

from God (tu rex regum es, et Deus caeli regnum fortitudinem et 

imperium et gloriam dedit tibi)’.224 However, as he had received 

these things from God, God could also take these things away. 
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220 Bieler, ‘Muirchú’, I.12, pp 80–1, I.21, pp 96–9.   
221 Amélie Kuhrt, The ancient Near East c.3000–330 BC (2 vols, London, 
1995), ii, p. 418. 
222 Dan 1:5–6.  
223 Dan 2:31–3, 38. 
224 Dan 2:37. 



 67 

Several years after interpreting the first of the king’s dreams, 

Daniel is called upon once more and interprets a second dream 

for the king. Again Nebuchadnezzar’s power is emphasised, with 

Daniel noting: ‘potestas tua in terminos universae terrae 

[pervenit] (your power extends unto the ends of the earth)’.225 

Despite this however, the Lord would reduce him to a mere wild 

beast for the space of seven years before restoring his sanity, a 

punishment for the king’s pride in the earthly glories of own his 

city of Babylon. Humbled by this episode, Nebuchadnezzar 

proclaims the superiority of the God of Israel.226 

Evidently, this passage is intended to show that God 

surpasses all mortals no matter how powerful they are. Daniel’s 

ability to interpret dreams when all the other soothsayers of the 

kingdom could not is also indicative of God’s supreme power 

over idols and ‘false gods’. Such is borne out further by another 

episode in the Book of Daniel, when Nebuchadnezzar gathered 

his ‘satrapas magistratus et iudices duces et tyrannos et 

praefectos omnesque principes regionum’ so that they could 

worship an idol he had erected. However, three of Daniel’s 

friends refused to follow the king’s orders and so were thrown 

into a furnace in punishment. However, God saved the three from 

the extreme heat, and sent an angel down to protect them, so that 

not even their clothes or hair were singed. Seeing the power of 

God, the king ordered that the three men should be taken out of 

the furnace and that none could blaspheme their God.227 

These episodes contain many parallels with the writings of 

Muirchú. Nebuchadnezzar’s summoning of his officials is 

mirrored by Loíguire summoning his subordinates to Tara, ‘their 

Babylon’. Indeed, Loíguire is even said to summon his satraps, in 

what must be a deliberate reference to the Book of Daniel. In 

addition, the story of the friends of Daniel emerging from the 
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furnace with their garments perfectly intact is reflected by 

Muirchú in the contest of Benignus against the druid Lucet Máel. 

In this story, both are placed in a burning house, each wearing the 

clothes of the other. Benignus emerges unscathed even though 

the druid’s clothes were completely burnt up, while Lucet Máel 

perished, even though Benignus’s clothes were untouched by the 

flames, proving the sanctity of the Christian religion.228 It appears 

then that Muirchú’s primary purpose in writing was to assert the 

power of heaven over the power of mortal kings and their pagan 

advisors, and he appears to have had very little interest in 

promoting secular kingship, especially as his references to human 

rulers are frequently followed by adjectives like ‘ferox’ and 

‘impius’, whereas he refers to God in regal terms as ‘king of 

heaven, the redeemer of this world (regis poli saluatoris huius 

chosmi)’.229 

Moreover, there are numerous references in Muirchú’s text to 

the overthrow of earthly kingdoms by the Kingdom of God, an 

example being when Loíguire’s druids prophesied that ‘a foreign 

way of life was about to come to them, a kingdom, as it were… 

[which] would overthrow kingdoms, kill the kings who offered 

resistance, seduce the crowds, destroy all their gods, banish all 

the works of their craft, and reign forever’.230 A parallel can yet 

again be drawn between Muirchú and the Book of Daniel.  The 

statue that Nebuchadnezzar saw in his first dream, which 

represents the greatest earthly kingdoms, was destroyed in the 

same dream by a giant stone, which grew into a mountain and 

spread across the whole earth. This Daniel said, was the 

Kingdom of God, ‘a kingdom that shall never be destroyed… and 
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it shall break in pieces, and shall consume all these kingdoms: 

and itself shall stand forever’.231 Muirchú wished to craft his 

story in a biblical mould, and his desire to do so should not be 

overlooked when examining the Vita Sancti Patricii. His 

intention therefore seems to have been to illustrate the superiority 

of the spiritual and holy world of religion over the carnal and 

secular world of kings. 

This is neatly encapsulated in the story of Macc Cuill moccu 

Greccae, a ‘fierce and wicked ruler’ who initially sought to trick 

Patrick and slay him. However, upon seeing the holy power of 

Patrick in action, Macc Cuill repented and converted to 

Christianity. Nevertheless, he was banished by Patrick in a 

rudderless, oarless boat, which eventually washed up on the Isle 

of Man, where he became a bishop.232 His career as a ‘wicked 

ruler’ is meant to be contrasted with his later, praiseworthy career 

as a man of God, with the boundary between the two being well-

defined. Therefore, it seems evident that Muirchú was not writing 

to praise a particular dynasty or promote their political agenda. 

Indeed, the fact that his Vita Sancti Patricii is only preserved in 

the Book of Armagh and that he wrote it for ‘my lord Áed’, who 

has been quite firmly identified the anchorite and former bishop 

of Sletty who died in 700, would hint that it was perhaps not a 

widely circulated text and that it may have been specifically 

aimed at a clerical audience rather than a secular one.233 His aim 

in calling Loíguire imperator barbarorum may then have been to 

parallel the Irish king with the overwhelming power of 

Nebuchadnezzar, king of kings and ruler of the world in the Old 

Testament. This would have had the effect of magnifying 

Patrick’s deeds, which were achieved despite the opposition of 

the ‘head of the dragon’, the king of the regnum maximum 

                                                 
231 Dan 2:34–5, 2:44–5.  
232 Bieler, ‘Muirchú’, I.23, pp 102–7. 
233 Bieler, ‘Muirchú’, pp 62–3; AU, 700.2, pp 158–9. 
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nationum harum, quod erat omnis gentilitatis et idolatriae.234 

Loíguire then was chosen to serve as a foil to Patrick and as an 

example of how the Christian faith is stronger than even the most 

powerful of kings. 

When viewed in this light, significant differences emerge 

between the intentions of Muirchú and Tírechán, with the latter’s 

account appearing more amenable to a secular audience. Indeed, 

as already mentioned, Tírechán’s Patrick does not merely curse 

kingly lines, he also blesses them. Such can be seen most notably 

in the case of Conall son of Níall, whose descendants were to rule 

over Tara and enjoy the privilege of Patrick’s favour, so long as 

they continued to pay their dues to the saint and his successors.235 

In addition, Tírechán seems to skip over the episodes where 

Patrick humbles Loíguire and forces the king to submit to the 

more powerful Christian God. Instead, he gives a brief account of 

the contest between Benignus and the druid in the burning house, 

and then has Patrick declare that, as a result of the death of the 

druid, ‘all paganism in Ireland is destroyed’. No mention is made 

of Loíguire’s attempt to kill Patrick and his followers, found in 

Muirchú’s account, nor of his reluctant choice of conversion 

rather than death at the hands of the saint.236 

Intriguingly, Tírechán explicitly mentions that Loíguire 

remained a pagan, because his father Níall wanted him to be 

buried upright and armed on the ridge of Tara, facing towards the 

Liffey plain and their arch-enemies the Uí Dúnlainge.237 

Nevertheless, despite this refusal to convert, Loíguire’s power 

was still very much in evidence. Alongside Patrick he judged a 

case involving the Uí Amolngada, who as mentioned earlier were 

based in what is now county Mayo, illustrating the geographical 

extent of his influence. Furthermore, he acted as guarantor of the 

saint’s safety as he travelled to their territory, again showing that 

                                                 
234 Bieler, ‘Muirchú’, I.13, pp 82–3.  
235 Bieler, ‘Tírechán’, §10, pp 132–3.  
236 Bieler, ‘Tírechán’, §8, pp 130–3; Bieler, ‘Muirchú’, I.18, pp 90–1.   
237 Bieler, ‘Tírechán’, §12, pp 131–2.  
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his power was far from circumscribed, acting in some respects as 

the saint’s equal despite his obstinate paganism.238 Most tellingly 

of all, Tírechán dates Patrick’s arrival in Ireland to the regnal 

year of Loíguire, though he was unsure if he arrived in the second 

or fifth year of his reign.239 

As Paul Byrne has observed, this mostly sympathetic image 

of Loíguire may have been influenced by Tírechán’s close 

affinity with Ardbraccan, which lay in the lands of the Cenél 

Lóeguiri, the king’s supposed descendants.240 In addition to these 

local loyalties, Tírechán also appears to have been aiming to 

promote the Uí Néill dynasty as a whole, unlike Muichú, and 

Swift believes that he did so in order to secure their support 

against the ‘deserters and arch-robbers and warlords of Ireland, 

who hate the paruchia of Patrick and who have taken away lands 

which belong to him’.241 As a result, this emphasis on the 

restitution of lands once belonging to Patrick and his disciples 

means that Tírechán’s work engages much more with the dark 

world of secular politics than the more high-minded ‘sacred 

narrative’ of Muirchú. 

Yet, though both of these authors acknowledged Loíguire’s 

power, if for different reasons, neither of them precisely defined 

his kingship. He was undoubtedly a king of great authority, who 

held other kings in subjection and ruled the greatest kingdom 

‘amongst these tribes’ (nationum harum), yet he was never given 

a proper title, other than imperator barbarorum, which, as 

discussed, is more of a literary device than a realistic title. Indeed, 

though the Uí Néill kingship is clearly seen as the most powerful, 

it still only extended through almost the entire island, without a 

clear delimitation given. Unlike the archbishops, Loíguire’s 

                                                 
238 Bieler, ‘Tírechán’, §15, pp 133–6.  
239 Bieler, ‘Tírechán’, §1, pp 126–7. 
240 Paul Byrne, Certain Southern Uí Néill kingdoms (unpublished PhD thesis, 
UCD, 2000), p. 172. 
241 Bieler, ‘Tírechán’, §18, pp 138–9; Catherine Swift, ‘Tírechán’s motives in 
compiling the Collectanea: an alternative interpretation’, Ériu 45 (1994), 53–
82, 81.  



 72 

sphere is never explicitly identified with Ireland as a whole; he is 

not, in their eyes, a rex Hiberniae. 

Therefore, the Armagh propagandists do not appear to be 

trying to enforce a normative idea of island-wide Uí Néill 

hegemony. Though they are clearly the most powerful kings, and 

the ones Patrick focuses on converting, their authority could not 

be said to encompass the whole of Ireland, in contrast to the 

claims made in support of the archiepiscopus Hibernensium. To 

these writers, Irish identity was only truly important in an 

ecclesiastical, rather than a political setting.                

 

Section 2.6: Irish identity in vernacular texts 

Yet this does not mean that Irish identity was irrelevant to the 

secular elite. For example, the regnal-list known as Baile Chuinn 

Chétchathaig, which has been dated to the late seventh or early 

eighth century, details a series of kings from Conn Cétchathach 

to Fínnsnechtae Fledach, who was killed in 695, trailing off 

thereafter in a series of vague kennings.242 Edel Bhreathnach sees 

these kennings as forming ‘a highly partial commentary on 

contemporary events’, though it is also possible that the kings 

represented by these names – especially the last king on the list, 

the descendant of Corcc – served an eschatological purpose.243 

Moreover, though historians have identified these rulers as kings 

of Tara, the feminine object over which they are said to rule is 

never explicitly named.244 This has led John Carey to argue 

instead that the list is in fact asserting that these figures were 

kings of Ireland, and that the feminine object in question 

                                                 
242 Edel Bhrethnach, ‘The political context’, eadem (ed.), The kingship and 
landscape of Tara, pp 49–68, pp 49–50, p. 61. 
243 Bhreathnach, ‘The political context’, eadem (ed.), The kingship and 
landscape of Tara, p. 61; John Carey believes the text held an eschatological 
purpose, for which see John Carey, ‘The narrative setting of Baile Chuinn 
Chétchathaig’, Études Celtiques 32 (1996), 189–201, 189; this figure closely 
resembles Flann Cinuch, the last king of Ireland in Baile in Scáil, for which 
see Murray, Baile in Scáil, pp 21–2, §65, p. 49, p. 67. 
244 Carey, ‘The narrative setting’, 189; Edel Bhreathnach & Kevin Murray (eds 
and trans), ‘Baile Chuinn Chétchathaig: Edition’, Edel Bhreathnach (ed.), The 
kingship and landscape of Tara, pp 73–94, pp 76–87. 
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represented the sovereignty of the entire island, much as it does 

in the later Baile in Scáil.245 This may well be true, especially as 

Baile Chuinn does not limit itself to kings of the Uí Néill but 

includes kings of the Ulaid and Munster as well, suggesting that 

something more than an ordinary provincial kingship was at 

stake.246 However, as we have already seen, the kingship of Tara 

also had a special supra-provincial importance, making Carey’s 

supposition hard to prove conclusively.247 

The symbolic significance of Tara is also quite clearly 

outlined in the corpus of Leinster genealogical poetry, which 

provides an insight into early secular conceptions of Irish 

identity.248 Though James Carney dated these poems to c. 630 at 

the latest – arguing that parts of them may date back as far as the 

pre-Christian period – Ó Corráin saw them as the products of the 

seventh century at the earliest, suggesting that they may have 

been composed in the latter half of that century.249 What is more, 

in one of these poems, known by its opening line as Nidu dír 

dermait, a list of Leinster kings of Tara from the legendary past is 

elucidated, and it appears that this kingship may have been seen 

as synonymous with the kingship of Ireland itself, supporting 

Carey’s assertion.250 Intriguingly, one king, Bresal Bregom, is 

even said to have ruled ‘the boastful world (bith buaibthech)’, 

                                                 
245 See Chapter III Section 4.3 below; Carey, ‘The narrative setting’, 189–90. 
246 Kelly & Charles-Edwards, Bechbretha, §§31–3, pp 68–71, pp 123–31; 
Bhreathnach, ‘The political context’, p. 49; Charles-Edwards, ECI, pp 483–5. 
247 See the Introduction above. 
248 For the dating see Bart Jaski, ‘“We are of the Greeks in our origin”: new 
perspectives on the Irish origin legend’, CMCS 46/2 (Winter, 2003), 1–53, 4; 
Ó Corráin argues for a date in the middle of the seventh century, for which see 
Donnchadh Ó Corráin (ed.), Clavis Litterarum Hibernensium (3 vols, 
Turnhout, 2017), ii, p. 1122. 
249 James Carney, ‘Three Old Irish Accentual Poems’, Ériu 22 (1971), 23–80, 
37, 73; Idem, ‘The dating of archaic Irish verse’, Stephen N. Tranter, 
Hildegard L.C. Tristram (eds), Early Irish Literature – Media and 
Communication/Mündlichkeit und Schriftlichkeit in der frühen irischen 
Literatur (Tübingen, 1989), pp 39–53, pp 39–41; Donnchadh Ó Corráin, ‘Irish 
origin legends and genealogy: recurrent aetiologies’, Tore Nyberg et al. (eds), 
‘History and heroic tale: a symposium (Odense, 1985), pp 51–96, pp 57–60; 
Idem, ‘Creating the past: The early Irish genealogical tradition’, Peritia 12 
(1998), 177–208, 201–202.  
250 For an edition of Nidu dír dermait see O’Brien (ed.), CGH, pp 8–9; for a 
translation of this poem see The Celtic Heroic Age, pp 53–4.  
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which could reflect the aspirations – in the hyperbolic world of 

poetry at least – of the kings towards universal kingship.251 Be 

that as it may, it is clear that the poet has a clear focus on the 

kingship of Ireland throughout this poem, which seems to reflect 

a contemporaneous view of Irish political identity.252 

However, in Nuadu Necht ní dámair anḟlaith, another 

Leinster poem dating to about the same time, the kings in 

question are explicitly said to have led expeditions overseas. 

Indeed, Bresal, ‘the ruler of the boastful world’, is here attributed 

with an attack against the men of Skye, perhaps suggesting that 

his rulership was thought to have extended beyond Ireland.253 

Similarly, victories over the Britons and the Gauls are recorded, 

as are expeditions to the Orkneys and the Alps, led by Labraid ua 

Loircc.254 Therefore, this poem could represent a different 

conception of Irish kingship as one which forcefully asserted its 

authority over its neighbours. Yet, much like the traditions 

surrounding Níall Noígíallach, these appear to have been viewed 

as temporary conquests which reflected the individual power of 

the kings being mentioned.255 Moreover, Nuadu Necht also 

appears to mention a kingship specifically over Ireland based at 

Tara, which Labraid had taken with the aid of the Gáileóin.256 

This reading depends on the poem’s reference to the Lia Fáil, 

which in later tradition – most notably Baile in Scáil – becomes 

firmly attached to an all-Ireland kingship.257 Whether this is what 

the poet had in mind is impossible to say with certainty, though 

as a reference to Labraid as leader of the princes of Íath could 

                                                 
251 CGH, §6, p. 8; The Celtic Heroic Age, §6, p. 53. 
252 Another poem of this era, known as Dind Ríg, asserts its protagonist was 
láith Elggae or ‘warrior of Ireland’, implying his martial dominance over the 
island, for which see Heinrich Wagner (ed. and trans.), ‘The archaic Dind Ríg 
poem and related problems’, Ériu 28 (1977), 1–16, 1–2. 
253 For an edition of Nuadu Necht see O’Brien (ed.), CGH, pp 1–4, §6, p. 3; 
for a translation see The Celtic Heroic Age, pp 54–7, §6, p. 55 
254 CGH, §19, §25, §28, pp 2–3; The Celtic Heroic Age, §§19, 25, 28, pp 55–6. 
255 For a discussion of these traditions see Chapter II Section 5.2 below. 
256 CGH, §29, p. 3; The Celtic Heroic Age, §29, p. 56. 
257 For more on the Lia Fáil, see Tomás Ó Broin, ‘Lia Fáil: fact and fiction in 
the tradition’, Celtica 21 (1990), 393–401; see Chapter III Section 4.3 below. 
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also be interpreted as a reference to an all-Ireland kingship, it is 

at least a possibility that this was the case.258 Therefore, a strong 

overkingship based at Tara is fundamental to the poet’s 

conception of the political world and this could be seen as 

reflecting his conception of an Irish kingship. Furthermore, as 

these poems emanate from a Leinster rather than an Uí Néill 

milieu, it is once again evident that the idea of an all-Irish 

kingship cannot be seen as merely the work of Uí Néill 

propagandists. Instead, it appears to have been held by literati 

across the island, regardless of their political affiliations. 

 

Section 3: Irish identity in the law-tracts 

3.1: Senchas Már 

Indeed, these ideas are also to be found in the early Irish law-

tracts, the largest and undoubtedly most important collection of 

which being Senchas Már, a name which can be translated as 

‘Great Tradition’. As Liam Breatnach has recently shown, this 

was a unitary document that was probably written at Armagh, 

indicated mainly by its reverence for Patrick, as well as its 

frequent use of the phrase ‘isin indse-so’, the vernacular 

equivalent of the phrase ‘in hac insola’ found in Latin texts from 

that church, which refers to the island of Ireland. As Breatnach 

puts it: ‘There can be no doubt that we have to do with an 

underlying vision of a single realm of Ireland, in which 

ecclesiastical primacy is conceded to Armagh.’259 Unsurprisingly 

therefore, a ‘Hibernian’ sense of identity is clearly in evidence 

throughout this text, mirroring many of the other sources from 

this era. 

Of more interest to the present discussion however are the 

allusions in the Senchas Már [henceforth SM] to a king of Ireland. 
                                                 
258 CGH, §21, §31, p. 3; The Celtic Heroic Age, §21, §31, pp 55–6. The word 
íath, meaning ‘land, country’ is, according to DIL, used frequently used in 
many poetical names for Ireland, although it is generally not employed in this 
way on its own, for which see eDIL, s.v. 1 íath. 
259 Liam Breatnach, The early Irish law text Senchas Már and the question of 
its date (Cambridge, 2011), p. 37. 
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Daniel Binchy, the doyen of early Irish legal studies, was 

adamant in his opinion that the king of Ireland was nothing more 

than the brainchild of the synthetic historians, and spent much of 

his career trying to assert this point. For example, he 

systematically de-constructed Eoin MacNeill’s nationalistic 

vision of the óenach Tailtenn, at which, MacNeill had argued, 

people from all over the island had gathered under the authority 

of the high-king, calling it – in typically acerbic fashion – ‘a 

twentieth-century gloss on an eleventh-century fairy-tale.’260 In a 

subsequent publication, Binchy again castigated those who 

supported the notion of a king of Ireland, stating that this position 

‘had no more basis in law than it had in fact. In the text of the 

law-tracts there is not a single reference to any such high 

office.’261 Furthermore, to him a king, no matter his rank, had no 

place within the legal system. He was neither judge nor 

lawgiver.262 

This hypothesis of kings who had no legislative function 

remained the consensus view amongst Irish historians until the 

1980s, when objections began to be raised by some scholars such 

as Fergus Kelly and Kim McCone. Kelly pointed to an Old Irish 

text on court procedure, which clearly indicated that the king had 

a role to play in judgement as the promulgator of the court’s 

decision. Moreover, the presiding king in this tract appears to 

have been a rí ruirech, one of the highest grades of kings 

mentioned in the laws, undermining Binchy’s argument that such 

figures had little influence outside their own túath.263 McCone 

discussed the tract known as Córus Bésgnai and asserted that a 

reference in this to the presence of Corc mac Luigdech, legendary 

king of Munster, as a hostage in Loíguire’s court implies 

                                                 
260 Binchy, ‘The Fair of Tailtiu’, 123; for a brief summary of the views of 
MacNeill, see Phases of Irish History (Dublin, 1919), pp 256–8.  
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‘imperialistic notions of a Tara high-kingship of Ireland 

supposedly absent from the laws.’264 These two insights then 

suggest that there was both a role for kings in the judicial process 

and a place for the high-king in early medieval legal thinking. 

Moreover, evidence for both of these arguments can be found in 

the original Introduction to SM, even if it is difficult to discern at 

first glance. 

There are three passages which are relevant to the current 

discussion. The tract opens with the question: ‘the tradition of the 

men of Ireland, what has preserved it? (Senchas fer nÉrenn cid 

conid-roíter?)’, to which the answer is: ‘Joint recollection of two 

elders, transmission from one to another, chanting of poets, 

augmentation from the law of Scripture, reliance on the law of 

nature.’ Later on, when the author gives ‘a deluge of warfare’ as 

one of the three occasions when the world becomes chaotic, the 

remedy is given as ‘the imposition of treaties by king and people 

(tráethad cairde la ríg 7 túaith)’. Finally, in a list of ‘four 

eminences of a kingdom who debase themselves through petty 

things’, we find a ‘falsely-judging king’.265 

Taking the last example first, it is quite clear that judgement 

was considered a key aspect of kingship, especially if failure to 

do so correctly would result in a loss of honour-price, as is the 

case here. This is bolstered by the second reference, concerning 

the imposition of treaties by king and people. Intriguingly, this is 

echoed by Críth Gablach, a law-tract which was complied c. 700 

and which did not form part of the SM corpus. There it is stated 

that there are four types of rechtge – a word that Charles-

Edwards translates as ‘royal edict’ – which a king can pledge 

upon his túatha, one of which being a rechtge of ‘native law 

(Fénechas)’: ‘peoples adopt it, it pertains to a king to confirm it.’ 

As the treaty system known as cairde was part of Fénechas – 

                                                 
264 Kim McCone, ‘Dubthach maccu Lugair and a matter of life and death in 
the Pseudo-Historical Prologue to the Senchas Már’, Peritia 5 (1986), 1–35, 
20.  
265 Breatnach, the early Irish law text Senchas Már, pp 4–7.  
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covered by the now lost SM tract known as Bretha Cairde – it is 

probable that this entry is reflecting the same legal prerogative as 

the Introduction, highlighting yet again the king’s role as a 

promulgator of law.266 

Before discussing the final quotation, it is worth investigating 

the other rechtgi a king was allowed pledge on his peoples 

(túatha) according to Críth Gablach: ‘a rechtge after a battle has 

been won against them [the king’s subjects], so that he brings 

together his peoples that there be no mutual fighting amongst 

them; and a rechtge after a plague; and a king’s rechtge such as 

the rechtge of the king of Cashel among the Munstermen.’267 It is 

interesting to note that the focus of these rechtgi is on a king of 

multiple túatha, once more illustrating the importance of 

overkings in this period and their ability to engage with the law 

in a variety of circumstances. However, unlike the rechtge of 

‘native law’, these edicts are said to be ‘enforced 

(dodenimmairg)’ by a king, implying that these laws were 

promulgated as a matter of exigency. This is quite obvious in the 

case of the first two mentioned, with the rechtge made in 

aftermath of plague being especially pertinent to Irish society c. 

700, as there had been two major outbreaks of plague within 

living memory, in the 660s and 680s respectively. 

The king’s rechtge on the other hand is harder to interpret. By 

giving the example of the king of Cashel it is quite clear that 

these were edicts reserved for the highest grades of kings and 

consequently must have been of particular importance. We do not 

know with certainty what these edicts would have entailed, but 

Thomas Charles-Edwards has suggested quite plausibly that a list 

of three further rechtgi immediately following upon this initial 

list of four are given as examples of a king’s rechtge. These are: 

‘a rechtge to repel a foreign race, that is, against the Saxons, 

                                                 
266 Liam Breatnach, ‘On the original extent of the “Senchas Már”’, Ériu 47 
(1996), 1–43, 31–2.   
267 Charles-Edwards, ECI, p. 560; Daniel Binchy (ed.), Críth Gablach (Dublin, 
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(rechtge do indarbbu echtarchiníuil .i. fri Saxanu) and a rechtge 

to bring in the harvest, and a rechtge of faith which kindles 

[piety], such as the law of Adomnán.’268 The importance of the 

rechtge to bring in the harvest is self-explanatory, as a failure to 

properly reap the year’s crops would result in the very real 

prospect of famine. The fact that this was potentially organised at 

a provincial level is harder to account for though and is worth 

noting. The other two clearly refer to events discussed elsewhere 

in this chapter, i.e. the Northumbrian invasion of Brega and the 

promulgation of Cáin Adomnáin respectively.269 From these 

examples, it is evident that kings were able to use the events of 

the late seventh century to their advantage, expanding their own 

power through the emergency measures they were granted by law. 

Clearly they were not solely the sacral kings – or ‘priestly 

vegetables’ as Wormald more picturesquely puts it – envisioned 

by Binchy, whose power was mostly symbolic.270 

Returning to the Introduction, we shall now examine the final 

excerpt, concerning the preservation of Senchas fer nÉrenn. The 

story alluded to here – that this tradition represented a fusion of 

the law of Scripture with the law of nature – is dwelt on in much 

greater detail in Córus Bégsnai: 

 

‘Dubthach maccu Lugair the learned poet stated the judgements 

of the men of Ireland (bretha fer nÉrenn) [delivered] out of the 

law of nature and the law of the prophets. For prophecy in 

accordance with the law of nature had ruled in the judgement of 

the island of Ireland (i mbrithemnas inse hÉrenn) and in her 

learned poets, and prophets among them had foretold that the 

pure language of the Beati would come, that is, the law of the 

letter. There is much in the law of nature which they [viz. the 

                                                 
268 Charles-Edwards, ECI, p. 560; Binchy, Críth Gablach, §38, pp 20–1.  
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prophets] covered, and which the law of the letter did not cover. 

Dubthach, then, expounded them to Patrick. What did not 

conflict with the word of God in the law of the letter and with the 

conscience of the faithful was combined in the order of judges by 

the church and learned poets.’271  

 

Here Patrick and Dubthach are given the responsibility of 

creating a body of law which was in keeping with Irish custom, 

represented by Dubthach, but also compatible with the new 

religion brought by Patrick, and it is this body of law which is 

supposedly preserved in SM. Based on this citation alone, it 

would appear that kings had no role in the creation of these new 

laws. However, we are frequently reminded that Patrick 

harmonised the law ‘in the time of Loíguire son of Níall.’ We 

find it mentioned in three separate tracts: Córus Bésgnai, Di 

Astud Chirt ⁊ Dligid and Bésgnae Ráithe.272 Clearly, his reign 

was considered significant to this process.  

Admittedly, this could be because, as we have seen in the 

writings of Muirchú and Tírechán, Patrick’s coming to Ireland 

had already been synchronized to coincide with the reign of 

Loíguire. Yet, as Tírechán asserts, Loíguire lived for ‘two or five 

years’ after Patrick’s death.273 If this same belief that Patrick 

predeceased Loíguire was maintained by the creators of SM – 

who as we have seen were probably based in Armagh and were 

contemporaneous with Tírechán – then there would surely be no 

point in specifying repeatedly that this harmonisation took place 

during the latter’s reign as this would have been common 

knowledge. Instead, there must be another reason for this 

repeated assertion and, following the analogy of the king’s role in 

the promulgation of judgements mentioned above, it is entirely 
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possible that Loíguire was accorded the important role of 

confirming the legislation fixed by Patrick with Dubthach’s 

assistance, which if correct would indicate that Loíguire was 

being portrayed by the authors of SM as the king of all Ireland. 

Loíguire certainly appears to occupy this position in the text 

known as The Pseudo-Historical Prologue to the Senchas Már, 

which represents a further elaboration on the story told in Córus 

Bésgnai and has the Uí Néill king order a conference of the men 

of Ireland to be held so that their laws and customs can be 

properly ordered by Patrick.274 However, the date of this text has 

proven somewhat controversial. Kim McCone was inclined to see 

it as nearly contemporary with the genuine Introduction and 

argued that it was a product of the early eighth century, but John 

Carey thought it was probably written in the ninth, and the latter 

seems the more probable.275 Yet, despite this extensive 

chronological gap between the two prologues, it is still possible 

that the same idea – Loíguire as the head of the men of Ireland 

and the promulgator of SM – is to be found in the earlier version 

of the legend as well. Indeed, by having Loíguire keep the king 

of Munster in fetters in his court, the author was clearly alluding 

to his position as paramount king on the island of Ireland. This is 

reinforced by the description of Dubthach – who was resident in 

Loíguire’s court and who appears to have been of the 

Leinstermen – as rígfili or ‘royal poet’, implying that he was in 

Loíguire’s employ and that his kinsmen acknowledged the 

overlordship of the king of Tara. Thus, SM does appear to have 

recognised the existence – however subtly – of a kingship of 

Ireland, indicating that the law-tracts did not entirely ignore this 

conception. 

 

                                                 
274 McCone, ‘Dubthach maccu Lugair’, 22; John Carey (ed. and trans.), ‘An 
edition of the Pseudo-Historical Prologue to the Senchas Már’, Ériu 45 (1994), 
1– 32, 11, 17.  
275 McCone, ‘Dubthach maccu Lugair’, 25; Carey, ‘An edition of the Pseudo-
Historical Prologue’, 10. 



 82 

Section 3.2: The kingship of Ireland in non-SM tracts 

Other law-tracts of this time are more explicit in their support for 

the high-kingship. In the law-tract known as Cáin Fhuithirbe – 

unusual in that it can be dated quite specifically to the years 678–

683 and definitely placed within a Munster milieu – we find the 

following passage:  

 

‘God did not forget us i.e. said the poet. Fúata i.e. of Ireland. Of 

[the] high-king i.e. high-king (ardrech .i. ardrí). When he 

believed i.e. Loíguire son of Níall. A battle was waged… against 

Patrick i.e. so that they [the druids] were defeated by Patrick. He 

sought out from God i.e. the words which God declared to 

Patrick. It is those which Patrick preached to Loíguire…? i.e. as a 

result of the fact that Loíguire believed. Lord of a kin i.e. lord 

over a kin i.e. Loíguire [ruling] over the men of Ireland at the 

time of believing in Patrick.’276 

 

Though heavily glossed, making its precise meaning difficult to 

interpret, Breatnach has argued that this text preserves the 

genuine ending to Cáin Fhuithirbe and serves the function of 

paralleling the meeting which led to the promulgation of this 

particular law by King Finguine of Munster with the more 

famous story of Patrick’s conversion of Loíguire and the 

promulgation of SM.277 Indeed, Breatnach has even used the 

hypothesis that the latter must have been known and consciously 

imitated by the author of Cáin Fhuithirbe  to help estimate the 

date of SM’s creation, placing it some time in the two decades 

between 660 and 680.278 

Also worth noting is the text’s use of the term ardrech. As 

Breatnach has observed in a separate publication, there can be 

little doubt that this word in fact reflects an earlier formation of 

                                                 
276 Liam Breatnach (ed. and trans.), ‘The ecclesiastical element in the Old Irish 
legal tract Cáin Fhuithirbe’, Peritia 5 (1986), 36–52, 49–50. 
277 Ibid, 38, 50 
278 Breatnach, The early Irish law text Senchas Már, p. 42. 
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the more widely attested ardrí. As the gloss of ardrech as ardrí 

in Cáin Fhuithirbe itself dates to the Old Irish period, the older 

version must have fallen out of use at an early stage. 279 

Nonetheless, this phrase points quite clearly to the idea of a 

particularly exalted ‘high-king’ in the early law-texts, and Cáin 

Fhuithirbe, which as already mentioned is a demonstrably 

Munster text, equates this figure with Loíguire, the king of Tara.  

Intriguingly, the apparent deference shown to Tara in this and 

other Munster texts has been interpreted by some historians as 

evidence of the southern province’s subordination to the Uí Néill. 

For example, Edel Bhreathnach has seen the reference to the Feis 

Temro in the Munster law-tract known as Bretha Nemed Toísech 

– where it is named as one of the key criteria which defines a rí 

ruirech – as implying that contemporary Munstermen recognised 

the supremacy of Tara.280 Similarly, Charles-Edwards has drawn 

attention to a reference in the text known as Frithḟolad Muman to 

the right of the Múscraige to a third of every precious object 

which washes up on the shore of Ireland, ‘except for the share of 

the king of Tara.’ The implication, so he asserts, ‘is probably that 

the king of Munster took part of the wreck which came to land in 

Munster but also handed over a share to the king of Tara, qua 

king of Ireland.’281 

Denis Casey, on the other hand, insists that the kings of Tara 

had little influence over Munster in this period. Instead, he argues 

that many of the early written works which linked Conall Corc to 

Cashel were implicitly suggesting Cashel’s equality, or even 

superiority, to Tara, contrasting the strong pagan associations of 

Tara with the more thoroughly Christian origins of Cashel. 

Furthermore, he interprets the reference to Feis Temro in Bretha 

Nemed as a thinly veiled criticism of Tara, as this particular 
                                                 
279 Breatnach, ‘ardrí as an old compound’, 192–3. 
280 Edel Bhreathnach, ‘Caput Scotorum?’, 85–86; Liam Breatnach, ‘The king 
in the Old Irish law text Senchas Már’, Folke Josephson (ed.), Celtic language, 
law and letters: proceedings of the tenth symposium of Societas Celtologica 
Nordica, (Göteborg, 2010), pp 107–28, pp 124–5.    
281 Charles-Edwards, ECI, pp 490–1. 
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celebration appears to have been abandoned as early as the sixth 

century due to its pagan connotations. With regard to the 

entitlement of the king of Tara to a share in shipwrecks cast up 

on the shores of Ireland, Casey believes that the passage has been 

misread by previous scholars, and maintains that it is more 

concerned with asserting the rights of the Múscraige to any 

wrecks in Ireland than it is with the specific claims of the king of 

Tara to wrecks in Munster. Furthermore, Casey points to other 

works of the eighth century which may express a certain degree 

of hostility between Cashel and Tara.282 Thus, the political status 

of Munster in this early period is left ambiguous and vague by 

the extant legal tracts. While it may be true that Tara’s 

overlordship was acknowledged to some degree by the 

Munstermen, the evidence is open to multiple interpretations, 

making the opaque reference to Loíguire ‘ruling over the men of 

Ireland’ in Cáin Fhuithirbe all the more tantalising.283 

Despite this uncertainty in the Munster tracts, the notion of an 

Irish high-kingship is more clearly referenced in other legal texts 

such as Míadṡlechta, which according to MacNeill may be of the 

eighth century.284 Here we find an allusion to a type of king 

known as a tríath, described in the following manner by the 

compiler: ‘The mighty tríath, he goes through the kingdoms of 

Ireland from wave to wave… The five provinces of Ireland, he 

goes through all their submissions, as has been sung concerning 

Conchobar: “the exalted son of a king, the great son of Nes, he 

secured the lands of the Féni.”’285 The tríath referred to is none 

other than Conchobar mac Nessa, the legendary king of the Ulaid 

                                                 
282 Denis Casey, Studies in the exercise of royal power in Ireland, c. 650–c. 
1200 AD (unpublished PhD thesis, Cambridge, 2009), pp 58–60. 
283 The original Old Irish version of this sentence simply reads ‘Laogaire for 
feraibh Érenn’, implying, though not explicitly stating, Loíguire’s position as 
king of Ireland, for which see Breatnach, ‘The ecclesiastical element’, p. 49.  
284 Eoin MacNeill (ed. and trans.), ‘Ancient Irish Law: the law of status or 
franchise’, PRIA 36 C (1923), 265–316, 311. 
285 Breatnach, ‘ardrí as an old compound’, 193; the Old Irish reads: ‘Tríath 
trom trem[i]-aetha Érind túath[a] ó thuind co tuind… Cóic cóicid Érenn 
trem[i]-aetha a mámu uile, amail ro chét do Concobur: Ardmac rígh/romac 
Nesa/nenaisc íathu/Fer Féne.’ 
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in whose time many of the early Irish sagas are set, and though 

Charles-Edwards has noted that ‘the usual doctrine’ was that 

there was no king of Ireland in this era, there is evidence that at 

least some early medieval writers disagreed.286 However, these 

writers mostly give this title to Ailill rather than Conchobar, 

making this assertion by the Míadṡlechta author difficult to 

interpret. 

 

Section 3.3: The Féni 

The SM reference to Conchobar is found in Din Techtugud, a 

tract detailing the correct process for legally entering and 

claiming land that is occupied by someone else. Here we find a 

short story which tells of Nin mac Magach – described as being 

‘of the Féni’ – who accidentally makes a claim to land in Ulaid 

which formerly belonged to his people. After being unjustly dealt 

with by the land’s current occupant, he complains to Conchobar 

mac Nessa, and in his capacity as king of the Ulaid he awards 

compensation to Nin.287 That Conchobar is shown to have a key 

role in the legal proceedings of his province further strengthens 

the notion that overkings had a significant role to play in the 

judicial process. What is more, despite being legally an ambue, 

whose native túath was outside of Ulster, Nin still appears to 

have had unfettered access to the law, at least in this particular 

case, something which deserves to be more fully analysed than it 

has been hitherto.288 

Of most interest to the current discussion however, is the 

reference to the Féni.  

                                                 
286 Charles-Edwards, ECI, p. 520; see Chapter II Section 5.1 below. 
287 Daniel Binchy (ed.), Corpus Iuris Hibernici: ad fidem codicum 
manuscriptorum (Dublin, 1978), 205.22–213.37; W.N. Hancock et al. (eds 
and trans), Ancient Laws of Ireland, vol. iv: Din Techtugad and certain other 
selected Brehon Law Tracts (Dublin, 1879), pp 1–33; Fangzhe Qiu, ‘Legal 
Narrative and Law: a study of the first part of Din Techtugud’, [this article is 
only available at academia.edu], pp 2–3. 
288 For a discussion of the ambue, see Charles-Edwards, ‘The social 
background’, 46, 51–2 [The Otherworld voyage reprint, p. 97, pp 101–2].  
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These are the same people whom Conchobar conquered on his 

way to becoming a tríath, and, with that in mind, it is worth 

noting that the land Nin accidentally claimed used to belong to 

the Féni, but now formed part of Ulaid, presumably as a result of 

Conchobar’s conquests. These two groups appear to have been 

perceived as distinct legal entities, a stance reinforced by the 

legal text known as The Saga of Fergus mac Léti, which may 

have also been composed c. 700. It opens with the statement that 

there were three prímcenéla – which Binchy translates as ‘free 

races’ – in Ireland, the Féni, the Ulaid and the Laigin. 289 These 

three are seen as Ireland’s leading population-groups and are 

clearly distinguished from one another. Furthermore, as the Ulaid 

and the Laigin were the inhabitants of two of Ireland’s provincial 

kingdoms, it is logical to assume that the Féni were also viewed 

as a major polity. 

Indeed, Kuno Meyer suggested in 1910 that Féni should be 

taken as a ‘tribal’ name, and he was duly followed in this by 

MacNeill, who included it in his oldest category of Irish 

population-group names, alongside the likes of Ulaid and 

Laigin.290 However, MacNeill identified the term as an older 

name for the people that came to be known as Goídil. They were 

thus, to MacNeill’s mind, ‘the dominant Celtic race-element of 

society’, who over time and through intermarriage lost their 

racial distinctiveness and instead became a class of landed 

freeholders. MacNeill was thus able to combine the evidence for 

the Féni as a distinct population-group compiled by Meyer with 

the evidence of the Middle Irish legal commentaries, which 

viewed the Féni as a legal category. 291  

                                                 
289 Daniel Binchy (ed. and trans.), ‘The Saga of Fergus mac Léti’, Ériu 16 
(1952), 33–48, §1, 36, 37, 39.  
290 Kuno Meyer (ed.), Fianaigecht: being a collection of hitherto inedited Irish 
poems and tales relating to Finn and his Fiana (London, 1910), p. viii n. 3; 
Eoin MacNeill, ‘Early Irish Population-Groups: their nomenclature, 
classification and chronology’, PRIA 29 C (1911), 59–114, 61. 
291 Eoin MacNeill, Celtic Ireland, p. 100, p. 101 n. 1; Idem, ‘Law of status or 
franchise’, p. 267. 
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However, David O’Brien noted as early as 1932 that there 

were several examples, including those just quoted, which 

suggested that the term Féni did not necessarily apply to all the 

peoples of Ireland, and at times seemed to specifically describe 

what he called ‘the Connaught-Meath-Airgíalla-Ailech block’; in 

other words, the territory that would become known as Leth 

Chuinn.292 This theory though appears to have been ignored by 

historians, who for the most part were content to equate the Féni 

with the ‘free Irish’ – following Binchy’s re-working of 

MacNeill’s hypothesis – until it was brought back to the fore by 

Charles-Edwards, and more recently by Patrick Wadden.293 

However, Charles-Edwards made one important modification to 

the views of O’Brien: he included Munster within the block of 

Féni kingdoms. This, he argued, would explain the reliance of 

many of the Munster law-tracts on the authority of the Féni, as 

well as their perceived deference to Tara already discussed. 

Nonetheless, regardless of their exact make-up, there can be no 

doubt that the Féni were of singular importance to the writers of 

SM. 

This can be seen most clearly in Bretha Crólige, a tract 

concerned with the treatment of injury and the performance of 

sick-maintenance. In Binchy’s printed edition the text consists of 

sixty-six short paragraphs, yet it still contains no less than forty-

nine references to the Féni. In one paragraph alone, the formula 

la Féniu, which literally translates as ‘amongst the Féni’, is found 

no less than four times.294 Constant use of this phrase – as well as 

the better known term Fénechas – in this and other tracts of SM 

clearly indicates the authors’ reliance on this particular group as 

their source of authority. 

                                                 
292 David O’Brien, ‘The Féni’, Ériu 11 (1932), 182–3.  
293 Binchy, Críth Gablach, pp 88–9; Charles-Edwards, ECI, pp 580–3; Patrick 
Wadden, Theories of national identity in early medieval Ireland (unpublished 
Oxford PhD thesis, 2011), pp 57–8. 
294 Daniel Binchy (ed. and trans.), ‘Bretha Crólige’, Ériu 12 (1938), 1–77, §27, 
22–3.   
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However, both of these terms are usually translated by editors 

of the law-tracts as ‘native law’ or ‘Irish law’, indicating their 

belief that the law of the Féni was also the law of Ireland.295 But, 

as we have seen, the Féni were distinguished from the Ulaid and 

the Laigin, meaning they were at least occasionally seen as only 

one of a number of peoples on the island of Ireland at this time, 

complicating the notion that their law was Irish law. Indeed, in 

Bechbretha, which concerns itself with the laws of bee-keeping, 

there is a famous passage relating to Congal Cáech, the king of 

the Ulaid who was slain at Mag Roth. He had been king of Tara, 

but a bee-sting blinded him in one eye – hence his epithet cáech, 

meaning ‘purblind’ – and as a result he was put from the kingship. 

A judgement was then passed by the Féni and the Ulaid to decide 

his compensation.296 Furthermore, returning to Bretha Crólige, 

we find the following passage:  

 

‘Every one is paid díre for his union according to the custom of 

the island of Ireland, (béscnu inse Érenn) whether it be manifold 

or single. For there is a dispute amongst the Féni (ar ata 

forcosnam la Féniu) as to which is more proper, whether many 

sexual unions or a single one: for the chosen [people] of God 

lived in plurality of unions, so that it is not easier to condemn it 

than to praise it.’297 

 

From this, we can tell that not only were the Féni divided in their 

laws, but also that their laws should be seen as separate to ‘the 

custom of the island of Ireland’. Fénechas and Irish law therefore 

do not appear to have been synonymous. Similarly, in Críth 

Gablach, which also relies heavily on the authority of the Féni, 

we find the following passage:  

 

                                                 
295 For example, see Binchy, Críth Gablach, pp 88–9.  
296 Kelly & Charles-Edwards, Bechbretha, §§31–3, pp 68–71, pp 133–4. 
297 Ibid, §57, pp 44–5.   
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‘Ceist: cateat grád túaithe? Fer midboth, bóaire, aire désa, aire 

ard, aire túise, aire forgill 7 rí. Mad a dligiud Fénechais is 

menbu sunn fondáiliter na .vii. ngrá(i)d so. Cía menba(e)? 

Bóaire cona ocht fodlaib, aire désa, aire échta, aire ard, aire 

túise, aire forgaill, tánise rí[g] 7 rí. Cateat fodlai bóairech? Dá 

fer midboth(a)…’298 

 

This seems to give one definition of what constitutes the grad 

túaithe, the ‘lay grades’ of society, before stating that, ‘if it is in 

accordance with Fénechas’, these seven grades can be further 

divided into the subsequent categories. When these two lists are 

compared however, it becomes quite plain that the author was 

dealing with two distinct methods of calculating these lay grades, 

which he was then attempting to harmonise. The separate 

provenances of these categories are especially evident in the 

author’s treatment of the fer midboth, who, though forming a 

separate grade of his own in the first list, distinct from the bóaire, 

is divided and treated as two separate sub-categories of the 

former in the second list. In addition, only two new grades – the 

aire échta and the tánise ríg – are actually introduced in this 

section, while most of the ranks that had already been mentioned 

– like the aire désa and aire ard – have been maintained, 

contradicting the author’s claim that the second list merely 

represents the subdivisions of the first. Moreover, the very fact 

that he has to specify if it is in accordance with Fénechas also 

implicitly suggests that there were alternatives to, or at the very 

least variations within, the legal corpus of Fénechas.299 

The law of the Féni therefore did not hold the field by itself, 

nor perhaps should we see it as an entirely coherent body of law. 

Instead, it may simply have been a collection of customary law, 

which itself would have had many local variations. Moreover, as 

                                                 
298 Binchy, Críth Gablach, §3, p. 1; I wish to thank Professor Damian 
McManus for his kind help in translating this paragraph. 
299 Another instance where the author refers to alternatives to Fénechas is to 
be found in Din Techtugud, for which see AL iv, pp 18–21.  
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Thurneysen pointed out long ago, SM was seen as an arcane 

document even in the Old Irish period, and cannot have been of 

much use as a definitive collection of laws.300 What then was 

Armagh’s purpose in creating it?  

The answer to this question can perhaps be found by 

returning to the myth of the law’s genesis. In the Introduction, 

SM initially refers to itself as ‘Senchas fer nÉrenn’, as already 

stated. Yet as we have seen it goes on to rely almost exclusively 

on the judgements of the Féni, who were only one component 

people of the fir Érenn, or ‘men of Ireland’. This situation to 

some degree parallels the complete lack of evidence for regional 

dialects in the extant corpus of Old Irish texts, despite the fact 

that these sources are known to have been composed in centres of 

learning across the island. This has been commented on by 

Charles-Edwards, who has offered the intriguing suggestion that 

Bérla Féne, a vague term which is used in numerous texts and 

which literally translates as ‘the speech of the Féni’, could in fact 

refer to a standardised form of the language, based upon the 

dialects of the Féni and reflecting their political dominance. 

Because most people would not have spoken this version of the 

language as their native tongue, they may have had to master it in 

a grammarian’s school .301  

Though this hypothesis remains far from proven, its 

implications could shed further light on SM, which may thus 

represent an early attempt by Armagh to implement a 

standardised version of secular law that was hallowed by Patrick 

and best preserved in the traditions and customs of the Féni. 

                                                 
300 Patrick Wadden, Theories of national identity, p. 114; Rudolf Thurneysen, 
‘Das keltische recht’, Zeitschrift der Savigny-Stiftung für Rechtsgeschichte 55 
(1935), 81–104; reprinted and translated as ‘Celtic law’ in Dafydd Jenkins 
(ed.), Celtic Law Papers: Introductory to Welsh Medieval Law and 
Government (Brussels, 1973), pp 49–70, p. 63. 
301 Charles-Edwards, ECI, p. 512, p. 583; Idem, ‘Language and Society among 
the insular Celts’, Miranda Green (ed.), The Celtic world (London, 1995), pp 
703–36 , pp 727–9; Idem, ‘The making of nations in Britain and Ireland in the 
early Middle Ages’, Ralph Evans (ed.), Lordship and Learning in memory of 
Trevor Aston (Woodbridge, 2004), pp 11–37, p. 32.  
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Indeed, like Bérla Féne, Fénechas was also studied in dedicated 

schools, as can be seen in the later introduction to Cáin 

Fuirthirbe.302 This idea is further reinforced by another late text, 

which was translated by Meyer as The Triads of Ireland. Here, 

the ecclesiastical centre of Cloyne is acknowledged as the 

greatest centre of Fénechas in Ireland, while Cork is considered 

the best place to learn Bérla Féne, assertions which also show the 

continuing perception of the island as a single entity.303 Therefore, 

though these attempts to unify ‘the men of Ireland’ and shape a 

collective Irish identity were primarily motivated by a desire to 

portray Patrick as the Moses of the Irish who had given them 

God’s law, it is also possible that, by having Loíguire promulgate 

this legal corpus, the writers of SM may have also been trying to 

ingratiate themselves with the kings of Tara and secure their 

support for the Patrician cult, in much the same vein as Tírechán 

in his Collectanea.  

Yet while it is self-evident that biblical examples played a 

crucial role in the creation of SM, as Wadden points out the 

influence of European law on Ireland should not be ignored 

either.304 However, it is important to note that the laws of 

Western Europe at this time were not a homogenous body, and 

though the influence of Roman law was widespread, it was 

unevenly preserved across the Continent. For example, in the 

areas bordering the Mediterranean and especially in Lombard 

Italy and Visigothic Spain, Roman law was maintained to a much 

greater degree, and written law, as opposed to customary law, 

still retained its importance. Southern kings ‘issued individual 

laws in response to specific problems, codified this legislation 

                                                 
302 Breatnach, ‘The ecclesiastical element’, p. 37; the text and translation read: 
‘⁊ tucaid a denma ainceas breithemnuis do cuir for Cumain i nAine Cliach iar 
leghud leighind; nir legh fenchus roime riam, co ndechaid isin tuaisceart dia 
foglaim (Cumain was unable to decide on a point of law in Áine Cliach after 
studying ecclesiastical learning, and he had not studied Fénechas previously, 
so that he went to the North to learn it.)’ 
303 Kuno Meyer (ed. and trans.), The Triads of Ireland (London, 1906), pp 2–3.  
304 Wadden, Theories of national identity, pp 105–6. 
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and abolished former laws when they became outdated.’305 This 

is shown in the mid-seventh century Lex Visigothorum 

promulgated by King Recceswinth, who laid down the ruling that 

all of the kingdom’s previous law-books were henceforth to be 

deprived of their validity and superseded by this new body of law. 

Competing and contradictory laws were to be reconciled, without 

much regard to tradition.306 

However, the further north one travelled, the less important 

lex scripta became. Instead, traditional law was much more 

highly prized. This can be seen in the introduction to the famous 

Pactus Legis Salicae, which according to Ian Wood was created 

for the law-code in the late seventh or early eighth century, 

making it roughly contemporary with SM. The creation of a legal 

corpus for the Franks is described as follows:  

 

‘With God’s help it pleased the Franks and their nobility and they 

agreed that they ought to prohibit all escalations of quarrels… 

and because they excelled other neighbouring peoples by force of 

arms, so they should excel them in legal authority… Therefore, 

four men, chosen out of many among them, stood out: Their 

names were Wisogast, Arogast, Salegast and Widogast… 

Coming together in three legal assemblies, and discussing the 

origins of all cases carefully, they made judgment on each case as 

follows.’307 

 

There are clear parallels between this story, which has the people 

of the Franks come together to draft new laws for themselves 

                                                 
305 Wadden, Theories of national identity, p. 105; Patrick Wormald, The 
making of English law: King Alfred to the twelfth century: Vol. I: Legislation 
and its Limits (Oxford, 1999), pp 44–5. 
306 Roger Collins, Early Medieval Spain: Unity in Diversity, 400–1000 (First 
edition, New York, 1983; second edition, New York, 1995), p. 26; Karl 
Zeumer (ed.), MGH, LL. nat. Germ. 1: Leges Visigothorum (Hannover & 
Leipzig, 1902), II 1.5, pp 47–8.  
307 Wood, The Merovingian Kingdoms (London, 1994), p. 109; Karl August 
Eckhardt (ed.), MGH, LL. nat. Germ. 4,1: Pactus Legis Salicae (Hannover, 
1962), pp 2–3.  
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with God’s help in assemblies, and the creation myth of SM, 

especially the more elaborate version preserved in the Pseudo-

Historical Prologue. Here though, there are no poets, kings or 

saints to help shape this law, merely four ‘elected men (electi)’. 

However, the tale was subsequently emended and expanded in 

the early Carolingian period, and this longer version of the 

introduction more heavily emphasized the role of the king and 

the Church in the law’s creation: ‘But when at God’s pleasure 

King Clovis of the Franks, restless and comely, first received 

catholic baptism, [he] and Childebert and Chlothar clearly 

amended whatever seemed less fitting in the Pactus…’308 Now 

the traditional body of Frankish law was more explicitly revised 

and Christianized, much like SM. However, this was portrayed 

solely as a regal undertaking, and no place was found for a saint 

of Patrick’s standing. Nonetheless, the origin-tales of the law in 

both Ireland and western Francia – the eastern or Ripuarian 

Franks having been given their own law-code, the Lex Ribuaria, 

in the seventh century – are strikingly similar.309 Indeed, Robin 

Chapman-Stacey has drawn attention to the close intellectual and 

economic contacts between Ireland and its European neighbours 

in this period, and it is difficult to imagine that ideas about the 

law were not exchanged as well.310  

Ireland’s laws therefore may not have been as backward-

looking and archaic as some scholars have thought, and its 

                                                 
308 Wormald, The making of English law, p. 41, p. 43, p. 46; Karl August 
Eckhardt (ed.), MGH, LL nat. Germ. 4,2: Lex Salica, edited by Karl August 
Eckhardt (Hannover, 1969), pp 6–7.  
309 Wood, Merovingian Kingdoms, pp 115–7. 
310 Robin Chapman Stacey, Dark Speech: The performance of law in early 
Ireland (Philadelphia, 2007), p. 177; for more on trade between Ireland and 
the Continent at this time, see Christopher Loveluck and Aidan O’Sullivan, 
‘Travel, transport and communication to and from Ireland c.400–1100: an 
archaeological perspective’, Flechner & Meeder (eds), The Irish in Early 
Medieval Europe, pp 19–37; Jonathan Wooding, ‘Trade as a factor in the 
transmission of texts between Ireland and the Continent in the sixth and 
seventh centuries’ Próinséas Ní Chatháin & Michael Richter (eds), Ireland and 
Europe in the early middle ages: texts and transmission / Irland und Europa 
im früheren Mittelalter: texte und Überlieferung (Dublin, 2002), pp 14–26; see 
Chapter II Section 4.4 below. 
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compilers appear to have been receptive to new influences.311 

However, instead of choosing to acknowledge any innovations in 

the laws, they sought to present the law in traditional terms as the 

timeless customs of their ancestors, which had been adjusted and 

corrected by Christian morals, much like their Merovingian and 

Carolingian counterparts. Indeed, as Wormald perceptively 

noted: ‘the lex of the Franks was more than Frankish law. It was 

the Frankish past. It was Frankish identity.’312 The same could 

perhaps be said for SM, which may now be seen as an attempt to 

propagate the idea of a common Irish legal past and thus common 

Irish identity to a wider audience, a past that was rooted in the 

conversion of the island by Patrick. Instead of the strength of 

arms which distinguished the Franks from their neighbours, the 

fir Érenn were to be distinguished by their devotion to their saint. 

Yet intriguingly the authors also appear to have envisioned Irish 

identity as predating the coming of Patrick, as evidenced by the 

‘judgements of Ireland’ that were recounted to the saint by 

Dubthach, and through the person of Loíguire, whose authority 

seems to have been conceptualised as extending across the whole 

island. But, though Irish identity was perceived by these writers 

as pre-dating Christianity, Patrick’s advent was still of critical 

importance in sanctifying it and cleansing it of its pagan 

associations, much like the baptism of Clovis was supposed to 

have done for the Franks.313        

 

 

 

 

                                                 
311 Cf. Myles Dillon (ed.), Early Irish Society (Dublin, 1954), passim; Daniel 
Binchy, ‘The passing of the Old Order’, Brian Ó Cuív (ed.), Proceedings of 
the International Congress of Celtic Studies held in Dublin 6-10 July 1959 
(Dublin, 1962), pp 119–32; Proinsias Mac Cana, ‘Conservation and innovation 
in early Celtic literature’, Études Celtiques 13/1 (1972), 61–119. 
312 Wormald. The making of English law, p. 49. 
313 For a recent study of early medieval Frankish identity, see Helmut Reimitz, 
History, Frankish identity and the framing of Western ethnicity, 550–850 
(Cambridge, 2015), passim. 
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Section 4: The career and writings of Adomnán 

4.1: Extranei in the Vita Sancti Columbae 

The relationship between sacred power and the secular elite is 

also explored in the works of Adomnán, the famous abbot of Iona 

who was an exact contemporary of both Tírechán and Muirchú. 

Indeed, it is probable that he actually met the latter at the famous 

synod of Birr in 697, of which more shall be said below.314 Not 

much is known of the life of Adomnán outside of what he reveals 

to us in his own works, though the annals do tell us that, at his 

death in 704, he was in his seventy-seventh year, which would 

mean that he was born in either 627 or 628. However, the annals 

themselves contradict this and place his birth earlier in that 

decade.315 Nonetheless, regardless of his exact age, it seems quite 

clear that Adomnán was an old man at the time of his death, 

living well past the average life expectancy. 

He was a member of the Cenél Conaill dynasty, a distant 

relation of St Columba, his monastery’s founder. After an 

indeterminate period in his youth spent at Druim Tuama (now 

Drumhome, in county Donegal), the record of Adomnán’s life 

becomes a blank until he succeeded to the abbacy of Iona in 679, 

when he was already over fifty.316 During his twenty-five year 

tenure he was an active political figure, able to use Iona’s 

strategic position to his own advantage and become an important 

player in the affairs of both Ireland and Britain. He also produced 

several works of scholarship, the most important being De locis 

sanctis – an account of the pilgrimage sites of the Holy Land – 

and his Vita sancti Columbae [henceforth VC], an account of the 

life of his patron and kinsman. 

                                                 
314 Máirín Ní Dhonnchadha, (ed. and trans.), ‘The guarantor list of Cáin 
Adomnáin, 697’, Peritia 1 (1982), 178–215, 196.   
315 AU, 624.2, pp 112–3; 704.2, pp 162–3. 
316 Jonathan M. Wooding, ‘Introduction’, J.M. Wooding et al. (eds), Adomnán 
of Iona: theologian, lawmaker, peacemaker (Dublin, 2010), pp 11–19, p. 12; 
Richard Sharpe (trans.), Adomnán of Iona: Life of St Columba (London, 1995), 
III. 23, pp 230–1. 
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The latter text has proven especially difficult to date. The 

Andersons, in their 1961 edition and translation, argued that its 

date of composition lay ‘almost certainly between 688 and 

692.’317 They came to this conclusion based on Adomnán’s own 

dating of his visits to the court of the Northumbrian king Aldfrith 

in VC, with the first occurring shortly after ‘Ecgfrith’s battle’ – 

which has been interpreted as the battle of Nechtansmere in 685 – 

and the second taking place two years later, thus making 687 a 

probable terminus ante quem non.318 The assertion of 692 as the 

latest date for its composition relies on Bede’s account of 

Adomnán’s later years, which implies that, following his 

conversion to the Dionysiac Easter reckoning and the refusal of 

the seniores of Iona to follow him in this change, Adomnán went 

to Ireland, and did not return to Iona until 704, the year of his 

death. This departure to Ireland was then equated with a 

reference in the annals under 692 to ‘Adomnanus… ad Hiberniam 

pergit’.319 As VC was clearly composed while Adomnán was still 

living on Iona, the Andersons argued that it must have been 

written at some point during this five-year period. 

However, this reasoning has been questioned. For example, 

Richard Sharpe has argued instead that VC was composed over a 

longer period of time and was subject to revisions, positing that 

the final version may have been completed much later than the 

692 date suggested by the Andersons.320 Indeed, as Sharpe points 

out, the annals mention Adomnán going to Ireland in 686, 692 

and 697, in each case without recording his return, though it is 

clear that he must have returned to Iona between each of these 

departures.321 Thus, Bede’s telescoped version of events must be 

                                                 
317 Anderson & Anderson, Adomnán’s Life of Columba (1961 edition), p. 96. 
318 Sharpe, Adomnán of Iona, II.46, pp 203–4. 
319 Plummer, ‘Baedae Historia Ecclesiastica’, V.15, pp 315–7; Sherley-Price, 
Bede, V.15, pp 293–5; AU, 692.1, pp 152–3. 
320 Sharpe, Adomnán’s Life of Columba, p. 55.  
321 Sharpe, Adomnán’s Life of Columba, p. 50; AU, 687.5, 692.1, pp 150–3, 
697.3, pp 156–7. 
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rejected, meaning that the final completion of VC could have 

occurred at any date between 688 and Adomnán’s death in 704. 

Regardless of the difficulties in its precise chronology 

however, VC has proven to be a vital source for the historian of 

the seventh century as, unlike his contemporaries, Adomnán 

devoted substantial sections of his work to the affairs of the 

secular world, and details many interactions between Columba 

and temporal rulers. In addition, VC also famously contains an 

excerpt from the Liber de virtutibus sancti Columbae written by 

‘Cummeneus Albus’, who has been identified with the Cumméne 

who became abbot of Iona in 657.322 This passage was attached 

to the text at a very early stage of development by Dorbbéne – 

scribe of the famous Schaffhausen manuscript – and deserves to 

be quoted in full: 

 

‘“Make no mistake, Áedán, but believe that, until you commit 

some act of treachery against me or my successors, none of your 

enemies will have the power to oppose you. For this reason you 

must give this warning to your sons, as they must pass it on to 

their sons and grandsons and descendants, so that they do not 

follow evil counsels and so lose the sceptre of this kingdom from 

their hands. For whenever it may happen that they do wrong to 

me or to my kindred in Ireland… Men’s hearts will be taken from 

them, and their enemies will draw strength mightily against 

them.” This prophecy was fulfilled in our own time, at the battle 

of Mag Roth, when Áedán’s grandson Domnall Brecc laid waste 

the territory of the saint’s kinsman Domnall ua Ainmirech. From 

that day to this the family of Áedán is held in subjection by 

strangers (extranei), a fact which brings sighs of sorrow to the 

breast.’323  

                                                 
322 Sharpe, Adomnán of Iona, p. 357 n. 360. 
323 Adomnán, III, 5, Sharpe, Adomnán of Iona, p. 209; the Latin reads: 
‘“Indubitanter crede O Aidane quoniam nullus aduersariorum tuorum tibi 
poterit resistere, donec prius fraudulentiam agas in me et in posteros meos. 
Propterea ergo tui filiis commenda, ut et ipsi filiis et nepotibus et posterís suís 
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There is much food for thought here. The Áedán in question 

is Columba’s contemporary Áedán mac Gabráin, king of Dál 

Riata, the first ruler of that kingdom who, in Sharpe’s words, is 

‘more than a shadowy figure’. That he was a political figure of 

some importance is reflected by his presence at the condictum 

regum held at Druim Cett, as well as the fact that he led a large 

military force against the Northumbrians at Degsastan in 603, 

though this ended in a major defeat.324 Nevertheless, he seems to 

have established his line as the pre-eminent royal dynasty in Dál 

Riata, thanks in no small part to his friendship with Columba. 

The alliance between king and holy man represented in this 

passage – leaving aside the reference to Áedán being ordained, 

over which much ink has been spilled – is not in itself an 

extraordinary occurrence.325 As we have seen, Tírechán blessed 

Conall and his descendants, provided that they continued to 

honour Patrick and his successors.326 Yet what makes this 

passage interesting is its insistence that Áedán not only had to 

remain loyal to Iona, but was also bound to the saint’s royal 

cousins in Ireland, the Cenél Conaill. Here we clearly see the 

convergence of religious and secular interests in the person of 

                                                                                                           
commendent, me per consilia mala eorum sceptrum regni huius de manibus 
suís perdant. In quocumque enim tempore malum aduersum me aut aduersus 
cognatos meos qui sunt in Hibernia fecerint... et cor uirorum auferetur ab eís, 
et inimici eorum uehimentur super eos confortabuntur.” Hoc autem uaticinium 
temporibus nostrís completum est in bello Roth, Domnallo Brecco nepote 
Aidani sine causa uastante prouinciam Domnail nepotis Ainmuireg. Et a die 
illa usque hodie adhuc in procliuo sunt ab extraneís : quod suspiria doloris 
pectori incutit.’; Anderson & Anderson, Adomnán’s Life of Columba (1991 
edition), III.5, pp 188–91. 
324 Sharpe, Adomnán of Iona, p. 270 n. 84, I.49, pp 151–2; Anderson & 
Anderson, Adomnán’s Life of Columba (1991 edition), I.49, pp 88–91; 
Plummer, ‘Baedae Historia Ecclesiastica’, I.34, pp 71–2; Sherley-Price, Bede, 
I.34, p. 92. 
325 For a discussion of this ordination, see Michael Enright, Iona, Tara and 
Soissons: the origin of the royal anointing ritual (Berlin, 1985), pp 5–24; for a 
critique of Enright’s views, see Thomas Charles-Edwards, ‘A contract 
between king and people in early medieval Ireland? Críth Gablach on 
kingship’, Peritia 8 (1994), 107–19 and Ann Dooley and Alain Stoclet, 
‘Autour du sacre de Pépin’, Le moyen âge: revue d’histoire et de philologie 95 
(1989), 129–34. 
326 See Chapter I Section 2.3 above. 
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Columba, an ascetic saint who nevertheless refused to give up his 

kinsmen of the flesh. However, the alliance fostered by Columba 

was broken by Áedán’s grandson Domnall Brecc, who joined 

forces with Congal Cáech the king of Ulaid in attacking the Uí 

Néill at Mag Roth, which resulted in a catastrophic defeat for the 

former and the subjugation of Áedán’s family, the Cenél 

nGabráin, by ‘strangers’, the identity of whom remains 

uncertain.327 Despite this however, several potential solutions can 

nonetheless be put forward. 

One possibility is that these extranei were actually the 

Northumbrians. According to Bede, the Northumbrian kings 

Oswald, Oswiu and Ecgfrith all enjoyed extensive overlordship 

outside their own kingdom, and this may have extended as far as 

Dál Riata.328 Indeed, Bede’s famous comment that the Scotti 

living in Britain ‘regained their freedom’ following Ecgfrith’s 

defeat at Nechtansmere could be seen as confirming this 

statement, at least in the case of this particular king. Yet, 

Cumméne’s statement explicitly links their subjugation to the 

battle of Mag Roth and, if this is to be interpreted literally, it 

seems unlikely that this defeat led directly to Northumbrian 

overlordship, unless Oswald swiftly took advantage of this 

disaster to establish his authority over northwestern Britain. 

Indeed, despite Bede’s assertions to the contrary, it is unlikely 

that Oswald, who died in 642, had control over all the kingdoms 

of Britain, especially as he appears to have had no influence over 

the neighbouring kingdom of Mercia, which not only remained 

pagan, but had had a hand in the death of his powerful 

predecessor Edwin, and was also to be the cause of his own 

downfall. Thus, Bede’s portrayal of Oswald probably owes more 

to his strong attachment to his Christian and Bernician identities 

                                                 
327 Byrne, IKHK, pp 112–4. 
328 Sharpe, Adomnán of Iona, p. 358 n. 360; Plummer, ‘Baedae Historia 
Ecclesiastica’, III.6, pp 137–8, III.29, pp 196–9, IV.24[26], pp 266–8; Sherley-
Price, Bede, III.6, pp 147–8, III.29, pp 194–6, IV.26, pp 252–3. 
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than to the reality of that king’s power.329 In similar fashion, even 

though Adomnán calls Oswald imperator Brittaniae, it is 

probable that, like his description of Diarmait mac Cerbaill 

discussed below, this title was meant to flatter the king’s 

descendants who were still reigning over Northumbria when VC 

was composed, meaning this designation also does not reflect the 

reality of politics in mid-seventh century Britain.330 

Another possibility is that, following their defeat at Mag Roth, 

Dál Riata were subjugated by the victorious Domnall mac Áedo, 

king of Cenél Conaill and the first king to be acclaimed as rex 

Hiberniae by AU.331 In this context it is interesting to note the 

closing lines of the Hiberno-Latin poem Deus a quo facta fuit, 

which Dáibhí Ó Cróinín has dated, based on internal evidence, to 

the year 645. This synchronistic poem, which presents the Ages 

of the World as they are found in the Eusebio-Hieronimian 

Chronicle, notes:  

 

Sunt octo decem et sexcenti   a baptismo Domini 

Anni usque ad Scottorum   mortem regis Domnali 

 

(‘There are 618 years from the baptism of the Lord to the death 

of Domnall, rex Scottorum’). This equates with the year 642, 

when the annals record the death of Domnall, five years after his 

triumph at Mag Roth.332 

                                                 
329 On the other hand, James Fraser believes Oswald may have held some form 
of overlordship over Kintyre and Cenél nGabráin from c. 640 after their 
overthrow by the other branches of Dál Riata in the aftermath of Mag Roth, 
for which see Fraser, Caledonia to Pictland, pp 172–3. 
330 See Chapter I Section 4.3 below. 
331 AU, 642.1, pp 122–3. 
332 Dáibhí Ó Cróinín, ‘Early Irish annals from Easter tables: a case restated’, 
Peritia 2 (1983), 74–86, 79–81; [reprinted in Dáibhí Ó Cróinín (ed.) Early 
Irish history and chronology, 76–86, 80–1]; for the full poem see Karl 
Strecker (ed.), ‘CXVIII Item versus de annis a Principio’, idem (ed.), MGH, 
Antiquitates 2: Poetae Latini Aevi Carolini 4/2 (Berlin, 1923), pp 695–7. As 
Domnall Brecc, king of Dál Riata, also died in 642 it is possible that the poet 
is refering to him, though Domnall mac Áedo, as the more powerful king, 
remains a more likely candidate. For Domnall Brecc’s death see AU, 642.1, pp 
122–3.  
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The use of this title could indicate that there was a school of 

thought within Ireland that saw rulership over the Scotti as a 

whole, rather than the island of Ireland itself, as the chief prize 

for which kings should fight. However, owing to the unique 

nature of this description in the extant seventh-century sources, it 

is more likely that it refers to a specific achievement of 

Domnall’s, with one possibility being the assertion of his 

overlordship over the Scotti Brittaniae as well as the Hibernenses. 

Indeed, Domnall Brecc would have surely faced dire 

consequences as the turncoat who had – if VC is to be believed – 

destroyed an alliance between his people and the Uí Néill that 

had stood for decades and had been brokered by Columba 

himself, and it may have been that his position was now 

downgraded to a subject, rather than an ally, of the Uí Néill, 

transitioning from a relationship defined by cairde into one 

defined by cáin.333 However, even if Domnall mac Áedo did 

assert his overlordship over Dál Riata after this battle, it seems 

unlikely that it lasted beyond the year 642, when Domnall died 

and Domnall Brecc was killed in battle against the Britons. 

Therefore, it seems unlikely that the Uí Néill were the extranei 

mentioned by Cumméne, as Cenél nGabráin appear to have been 

held in subjection for a considerable period of time after Mag 

Roth.334 

The final possibility is that these ‘strangers’ were the other 

royal kindreds of Dál Riata which, according to James E. Fraser, 

overthrew Domnall Brecc and deprived him of the kingship soon 

after this battle. Fraser also argues that a collective sense of 

identity amongst the various branches of the Dál Riata was slow 

in developing, making their designation as extranei more 

explicable, despite the fact that one of these dynasties, Cenél 
                                                 
333 Thomas Charles-Edwards, ‘Celtic kings: “priestly vegetables”?’, Stephen 
Baxter et al. (eds), Early medieval studies in memory of Patrick Wormald 
(Farnham, Surrey, 2009), pp 65–80, p. 76; see also Robin Chapman Stacey, 
The road to judgment: from custom to court in medieval Ireland and Wales 
(Philadelphia, 1994), pp 98–111.  
334 AU, 642.1, pp 122–3. 
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Comgaill, had held power before the reign of Áedán mac 

Gabráin.335 As Sharpe points out however, Cenél nGabráin 

appear to have regained undisputed control of the kingship in the 

650s, and possibly as early as 654, meaning that Cumméne’s 

statement would then have had to have been written in the less 

than twenty years between this date and Mag Roth, and before he 

became abbot.336 Yet these observations are not fatal arguments 

to Fraser’s hypothesis, which, though the evidence is admittedly 

rather sparse, should still be considered the most plausible 

attempt at identifying the extranei.337  

 

Section 4.2: Adomnán’s usage of terminology 

Much like Cumméne, Adomnán’s own usage of terminology is in 

need of further analysis, especially his use of the word Scotti. In 

the same vein as Cogitosus, he on occasion refers to the churches 

of the Scotti as a whole, as he does when asserting that Fintan, 

the founder of Tech Munnu, is held in high repute ‘per uniuersas 

Scottorum eclesias’, and again like the Kildare writer this could 

be interpreted as expressing a close cultural connection between 

the churches of Ireland and northwestern Britain.338 However, 

Adomnán also refers to ‘Scotorum reges’ who, alongside ‘the 

rulers of foreign and barbarous peoples’ (barbarum et exterarum 

gentium regnatores), will bestow great reverence on Iona, 

according to a prophecy supposedly made before Columba’s 

death and recorded in the final chapter of VC.339 Though there is 

the possibility that Adomnán is here referring to a king of the 

                                                 
335 James E. Fraser, ‘Strangers on the Clyde: Cenél Comgaill, Clyde Rock and 
the bishops of Kingarth’, Innes Review 56/2 (Autumn, 2005), 102–120, 106–7. 
336 Sharpe, Adomnán of Iona, p. 358 n. 360. 
337 It is also possible that Cenél nGabráin returned to power in the 650s with 
the aid of Oswiu, who would then have acted as their overlord. This would 
then mean that Cumméne’s statement may have been written later and also 
refer to their subjugation by the Northumbrians, for which see Fraser, 
Caledonia to Pictland, pp 183–4. 
338 Sharpe, Adomnán of Iona, I.2, pp 112–5; Anderson & Anderson, 
Adomnán’s Life of Columba (1991 edition), I.2, pp 18–23; for more on 
Cogitosus, see Chapter I Section 2.1 above. 
339 Anderson & Anderson, Adomnán’s Life of Columba (1991 edition), III.23, 
pp 222–3. 
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Scotti – much like Deus a quo facta fuit – and his successors, his 

reference to the populi, in the plural, of these Scotorum reges 

makes it clear that he is talking about kings who ruled different 

population-groups. In effect, he is talking about ‘Scotic’ kings, 

rather than kings of the Scotti.340 Nonetheless, the fact that 

Adomnán distinguishes the Scotti from ‘foreign and barbarous 

peoples’ appears to suggest that he saw them as one gens, despite 

their division by the North Channel. 

However, Adomnán in fact makes a firm distinction between 

the islands of Britain and Ireland. Indeed, though he frequently 

uses the word Scotia, it is clear from his use of the term that it 

applied solely to Ireland, rather than to the area of ‘Scotic’ 

settlement as a whole. For example, Adomnán has Fintan travel 

‘de Scotia’ in order to visit Columba on Iona and to live in 

pilgrimage there, suggesting that Iona lay outside the bounds of 

this region.341 This, it is true, might not necessarily exclude Dál 

Riata from Scotia, especially if we accept Bede’s story that Iona 

was given to the saint by the Pictish king Bruide so as to provide 

him with a base for his missionary work, which would make it a 

Pictish island rather than a possession of the Scotti Brittaniae. 

The annals however attribute this donation to Conall mac 

Comgaill, Áedán’s predecessor in the kingship.342 While it is 

impossible to know for sure which king granted the island to 

Columba, Conall seems the more likely candidate as Iona was far 

from any Pictish power-centre, making Bede’s story of Columba 

as the apostle of the Picts in close association with their king 

harder to support.343 The exclusion of Dál Riata from Scotia is 

                                                 
340 For a discussion of a separate reference to reges Scottorum, see Chapter II 
Section 4.1 below. 
341 Anderson & Anderson, Adomnán’s Life of Columba (1991 edition), I.2, pp 
18–23. 
342 Plummer ‘Baedae Historia Ecclesiastica’, III.4, pp 133–5; Sherley-Price, 
Bede, III.4, p. 143; AU, 574.2, pp 86–7. 
343 Sharpe, Adomnán of Iona, pp 16–8; for a discussion of the Pictish sources 
that Bede may have had access to, see Archibald A.M. Duncan, ‘Bede, Iona, 
and the Picts’, R.H.C. Davis, J.M. Wallace-Hadrill et al. (eds), The writing of 
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also suggested by the use of the term ‘Scotia et Brittania’ to 

mean Ireland and Britain, with the two terms appearing to be 

mutually exclusive. 344 Though they are Scotti, Dál Riata are thus 

identified with their home island of Britain rather than with 

Scotia. 

Further evidence of this distinction can be provided. When 

Columba was journeying through Ardnamurchan, he heard his 

companions idly discussing Báitán and Echoid, two kings of 

Cenél nEógain. In response to their conversation, he declared that 

these kings had recently been beheaded by their enemies and that 

sailors arriving ‘de Scotia’ would that very same day tell them as 

much. These sailors are then described as coming ‘de Euernia’ to 

deliver the news, which seems to confirm the hypothesis that 

Scotia and Euernia – Adomnán’s own version of the Classical 

Latin name for Ireland – were treated as synonyms. 345 

Furthermore, Adomnán on several occasions also draws 

attention to a separate, ‘Hibernian’ sense of identity, exclusive of 

the Scotti Britanniae.  For example, an ‘Irish pilgrim (euerniensis 

peregrinus)’ from ‘the province of the easterners’ – a reference to 

ind Airthir, the region where Armagh was situated – came to visit 

the saint, and stayed with him for several months.346 Similarly, ‘a 

certain Irish saint (cuidam euerniensi sancto)’ received a vision 

of Columba’s death in the very hour of his passing, and a foster-

son of Columba’s, called Berchán, was prophesied to live 

luxuriously in his ‘euernili’ or Irish  patria, where he would be 

hated and reviled until the date of his death when he would 

                                                                                                           
history in the middle ages: essays presented to Richard William Southern 
(Oxford, 1981), pp 1–42, pp 20–3. 
344 For example, see Anderson & Anderson, Adomnán’s Life of Columba 
(1991 edition), I.1, pp 16–7, I.36, pp 64–7, II.39, pp 154–63. 
345 Sharpe, Adomnán of Iona, I.12, pp 121–2; Anderson & Anderson, 
Adomnán’s Life of Columba (1991 edition), I.12, pp 36–7; for Ardnamurchan 
as the northern boundary of Dál Riata, see Sharpe, Adomnán of Iona, p. 22; 
Anderson & Anderson, Adomnán’s Life of Columba (1991 edition), p. xxxii;  
346 Anderson & Anderson, Adomnán’s Life of Columba (1991 edition), III.7, 
pp 192–3. 
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repent and be forgiven.347 In each of these cases, the reference to 

an Irish identity implies a certain physical distance from the saint. 

In the first instance, Columba relates to the Irish pilgrim that 

another holy man from ind Airthir had just died, which had been 

revealed to him through divine power. The fact that he can see 

events as far away as southern Ulster is to be taken as a sign of 

the clarity of his angelic visions. In the same vein as this, the 

‘certain Irish saint’ – who was subsequently identified as Lugaid 

mac Tailcháin – living in the unidentified Irish monastery of 

Cluain Finchoil saw Iona, even though he had never been there in 

the flesh. As for Berchán, his life in his Irish patria symbolised 

both a physical and spiritual distance from the saint, who 

admonished him for repeatedly violating his commands. 

Adomnán also refers to an ‘Irish synod (euerniensis sinodi)’, 

which he himself attended. While some have suggested that this 

may have been what the Collectio Canonum Hibernensis called a 

‘sinodus Hibernensis’, that is, a meeting of those who adhered to 

the traditional dating of Easter, this is unlikely, especially as 

Adomnán wrote VC after he had visited Northumbria and 

converted to the Dionysiac reckoning.348 Instead, it seems far 

more likely that he is in fact referring to the famous synod at Birr 

in 697 when Cáin Adomnáin – also known as Lex Innocentium – 

was promulgated.349 Sharpe has argued that this might also 

account for the urgency exhibited by Adomnán in his attempt to 

return to Iona in time for Columba’s feast-day, as the year 697 

would have marked 100 years since his patron’s death.350 This 

synod shall be discussed in more detail below, but again it is 

important to note that Ireland is perceived by Adomnán as a 

                                                 
347 Anderson & Anderson, Adomnán’s Life of Columba (1991 edition), III.23, 
pp 226–7, III.21, pp 212–5. 
348 Warntjes, ‘Victorius vs Dionysius’, pp 65–9, pp 65–6 n. 107.  
349 Anderson & Anderson, Adomnán’s Life of Columba (1991 edition), II.45, 
pp 176–7; Thomas Charles-Edwards, ‘The structure and purpose of 
Adomnán’s Vita Columbae’, J.M. Wooding et al. (eds), Adomnán of Iona, 
(Dublin, 2010), pp 205–18, p. 206 n. 5. 
350 Sharpe, Adomnán of Iona, p. 346 n. 341. 
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separate far-away entity, distinct from his adopted home in 

Britain. Taking these references in isolation then, it could be 

concluded that Adomnán was not much interested in Irish affairs, 

which were at a considerable remove – both physically and 

morally in some cases – from daily life on Iona. 

 

Section 4.3: Adomnán’s ideology of kingship   

However, in two crucial passages, Adomnán discusses the idea of 

a king of Ireland, clearly indicating his continued attachment to 

the island and its politics. He first refers to this concept when 

recording a purported conversation between the saint and Áed 

Sláine, son of Diarmait mac Cerbaill and eponymous ancestor of 

the Síl nÁedo Sláine line, whose descendants were the most 

powerful branch of the Uí Néill during the latter half of the 

seventh century.351 Here Columba warns Áed, telling him that he: 

 

‘must take heed lest by reason of the sin of parricide you [Áed] 

lose the prerogative of monarchy over the kingdom of all Ireland, 

predestined for you by God. For if you ever commit that sin, you 

will enjoy not the whole kingdom of your father, but only some 

part of it, in your own tribe (in gente tua), and for but a short 

time.’352  

 

This kingdom is further outlined later on when Adomnán 

describes Diarmait mac Cerbaill, who had been slain by Áed Dub, 

as ‘totius Scotiae regnatorem deo auctore ordinatum’. In the 

same discussion, Diarmait is also called ‘rex totius Scotiae’.353  

                                                 
351 Byrne, IKHK, pp 275–6, p. 281. 
352Anderson & Anderson, Adomnán’s Life of Columba (1991 edition), I.14, pp 
38–9; the Latin reads: ‘Praecauere debes filii ne tibi a deo totius Euerniae 
regni praerogatiuam monarchiae praedistinatam parricidali faciente peccato 
amittas. Nam si quandoque illud commiseris, non toto patris regno sed eius 
aliqua parte in gente tua breui frueris tempore.’  
353 Anderson & Anderson, Adomnán’s Life of Columba (1991 edition), I.36, pp 
64–7. 
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Adomnán’s choice of Diarmait as the ‘ruler of all Ireland 

ordained by God’s will’ has puzzled historians. This king, 

according to AT, was the last king to celebrate the Feis Temro, a 

pagan ritual celebrating the marriage of the king with the goddess 

of sovereignty, and from what we know of his career as king, 

Diarmait appears to have been defeated in battle numerous times, 

hardly a sign that he had been ordained by God’s will. 354 Indeed, 

as Byrne has pointed out: ‘Diarmait mac Cerbaill had a 

surprisingly unpropitious reign for so famous a king’.355 

Moreover, it is also a possibility that the synod of Tailtiu where 

Columba was excommunicated – for what Adomnán insists were 

‘some trivial and quite excusable offences’ – was held with the 

support of Diarmait.356 Linked with this too is the mention of the 

battle of Cúl Drebene in AU, which state that this battle was won 

against Diarmait ‘through the prayers’ of Columba.357 Though it 

is hard to sift what is genuine from what is merely later tradition, 

it seems clear enough that the relationship between the two must 

have been far from straightforward, and may have been marked 

at points by open hostility. 

Why then was Diarmait chosen as king of Ireland? His 

position, as already mentioned, is paralleled by that of Oswald, 

the Northumbrian king whom Adomnán described as ‘totius 

Brittaniae imperator a deo ordinatus est.’ This ruler is presented 

by Bede as a king-saint, dying as a martyr against heathen 

enemies.358 However, Adomnán does not discuss Oswald’s death 

and instead focuses on his conversion at the hands of the Scotti 

and his victory over Cadwallon, king of the Britons, which 

helped to prove the power of the Christian God to his still pagan 

                                                 
354 AT, p. 142 [Felinfach reprint, p. 102]; Daniel Binchy, ‘The Fair of Tailtiu 
and the Feast of Tara’, Ériu 18 (1958), 113–38, 134–5. 
355 Byrne, IKHK, p. 94; AU, 561.1, 562.1, pp 80–1, 565.1, pp 84–5. 
356 Sharpe, Adomnán of Iona, III.3, p. 207; Bhreathnach, ‘caput Scotorum?’, 
76–8. 
357 AU, 561.1, pp 80–1. 
358 Plummer, ‘Baedae Historia Ecclesiastica’, III.9, pp 144–6, III.12, pp 150–
2; Sherley-Price, Bede, III.9, pp 152–3, III.12, pp 157–8; see Chapter I Section 
4.1 above. 
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subjects, leading them to accept baptism. This victory, Adomnán 

notes, was foretold to Oswald in a vision the day before the battle, 

when Columba appeared to him, as the Lord did to Joshua before 

crossing the Jordan in the Old Testament.359 

According to Picard, Adomnán emphasised this battle and 

Oswald’s conversion – which was quite possibly at Iona – in 

order to rebuff Northumbrian attacks against Columba’s sanctity 

made in the aftermath of the synod of Whitby by members of the 

‘Romanist’ party.360 Indeed, in the Vita Sancti Wilfridi, Wilfrid, 

the Romanist par excellence, speaks against Columba and his 

disciples, asserting that they were at odds with the Apostolic See 

and ‘almost the whole world’ in their dating of Easter. This led 

Oswiu to conclude that he should follow the ways of St Peter, 

‘who is greater in the Kingdom of Heaven’ than Columba, and 

such an argument was also made by Bede’s abbot Ceolfrith in 

conversation with Adomnán himself.361 In addition, Wilfrid also 

mentions rooting out ‘the poisonous weeds planted by the Scotti’, 

indicating his deep hostility towards the work of Iona in 

Northumbria.362 Such a response then was needed from Adomnán, 

who chose to emphasise the fact that Iona played a vital role in 

the spread and propagation of Christianity in the kingdom, and 

that the saint’s assistance was crucial to Oswald becoming 

imperator. The past, therefore, was being used to justify the 

present. 

The same logic could also be at work in the portrayal of 

Diarmait mac Cerbaill. Michael Byrnes has argued that the 

contrast between Diarmait, who was unjustly slain, and 

Diarmait’s son Áed, who was guilty of parricide and so justly lost 

his kingdom, reflects Adomnán’s attitudes towards Clann 

Cholmáin and Síl nÁedo Sláine respectively. The former, Byrnes 
                                                 
359 Anderson & Anderson, Adomnán’s Life of Columba (1991 edition), I.1, pp 
16–7; Sharpe, Adomnán of Iona, pp 110–1. 
360 Jean-Michel Picard, ‘The purpose of Adomnán’s Vita Columbae’, Peritia 1 
(1982), 160–77, 173–5. 
361 Colgrave, The Life of Bishop Wilfrid, §10, pp 20–3. 
362 Colgrave, The Life of Bishop Wilfrid, §47, pp 98–9.  
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asserts, were supporters of the Columban church at this time, 

while the latter were closer to Armagh, whom Byrnes sees as a 

major rival of Iona in the fight for Uí Néill favour. Thus, as the 

progenitor of both of these dynasties, Diarmait could be treated 

more favourably than Áed, who could be condemned more 

openly for his descendants’ ecclesiastical ties. 363 However, there 

are flaws with this approach. As Sharpe rightly points out, there 

is no reason for assuming Iona and Armagh were inveterate 

enemies just because both sought Uí Néill patronage. Indeed, the 

fact that the bishop of Armagh was the first signatory to the Cáin 

Adomnáin, as well as Muirchú’s presence at Birr, is enough to 

question this view, and Adomnán’s respectful reference to ‘holy 

bishop Patrick’ in his second preface does not indicate a high 

degree of animosity between the two sides.364 

Moreover, despite his portrayal of Áed Sláine, Adomnán 

appears to have enjoyed a good relationship with Fínnsnechta 

Fledach, the Síl nÁedo Sláine king of Tara who reigned for 

twenty years until his death in 695 at the hands of his cousins, 

and though there is some evidence for animosity between the two, 

it is scanty to say the least.365 Instead, in FA we are presented 

with a picture of the former as close advisor and confidant to the 

latter. For example, these annals relate that Adomnán, as a young 

scholar, was out collecting milk for himself and other clerical 

students when he tripped over a stone and smashed the jug. 

Fínnsnechta, on seeing this, agreed to pay for the jug and provide 

food and drink for the scholars that night. Adomnán in return 

prophesied that Fínnsnechta would be the High-King of Ireland, 

and that he himself would be the king’s confessor. This fruitful 

                                                 
363 Michael Byrnes, ‘The Árd Ciannachta in Adomnán’s Vita Columbae: a 
reflection of Iona’s attitude to the Síl nÁeda Sláine in the late seventh century’, 
Alfred P. Smyth (ed.), Seanchas: Studies in Early and Medieval Irish 
Archaeology, History and Literature in Honour of Francis J. Byrne (Dublin, 
2000), pp 127–36, pp 133–4. 
364 Sharpe, Adomnán of Iona, p. 63, p. 104; Ní Dhonnchadha, ‘The guarantor 
list’, 180, 185–6, 196; for an example of a king who had ties to numerous 
major ecclesiastical establishments, see Chapter III Section 1.2 below.  
365 For this evidence see Michael Byrnes, ‘The Árd Ciannachta’, p. 135. 
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association came to an end when Fínnsnechta refused to see 

Adomnán until his games of fídchell were finished, for which 

Adomnán cursed his descendants and shortened his life, though 

the two did eventually reconcile.366 These stories, though they are 

clearly encrusted with later legends and have become 

entertainment, rather than history, seem nonetheless to insist on a 

close relationship between the two men, and their testimony 

should not be dismissed out of hand. 

Furthermore, after noting Fínnsnechta’s brief clerical 

retirement in the late 680s, AClon claim that he ‘returned to 

Ireland’, implying that his place of pilgrimage lay overseas, and 

Iona appears to be the most likely candidate for this sojourn.367 

The idea of a close relationship between the king and the 

Columban familia is also reinforced by the fact that, following 

the Northumbrian attack on Brega, Adomnán seems to have been 

sent as an emissary to Aldfrith in order to secure captives that 

had been taken during the raid, with the annals reporting under 

the year 687 that ‘Adomnanus captivos reduxit ad 

Hiberniam .LX.’.368  Accordingly, it is logical to assume that 

Fínnsnechta, as the king of Tara and as the chief victim of this 

attack, would have been the one who sent Adomnán on this 

diplomatic mission, once more suggesting a good rapport 

between the two men.369 

However, though the existence of such a relationship would 

make the favourable treatment of Diarmait mac Cerbaill more 

intelligible, it still does not explain Adomnán’s negative 

treatment of Áed Sláine, though here again FA may offer us a 

clue. Enmity was said to have arisen between Írgalach mac 

                                                 
366 FA, §67.II, pp 22–5, §67.IV, pp 26–33.  
367 AClon, s.a. 684 [689], p. 110; Bhreathnach, ‘the political context’, eadem 
(ed.), The kingship and landscape of Tara, p. 61. 
368 AU, 687.5, pp 150–1. 
369 That Adomnán did not free these captives entirely of his own volition is 
suggested by the letter sent by Ceolfrith of Monkwearmouth-Jarrow to 
Nechtan king of the Picts, for which see Plummer, ‘Baedae Historia 
Ecclesiastica’, V.21, pp 344–5; Sherley-Price, V.21, pp 319–20. 
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Conaing, a Síl nÁedo Sláine dynast, and Adomnán, on account of 

the former’s slaying of Níall mac Chernaig, another member of 

the dynasty and cousin of Fínnsnechta. Írgalach was duly cursed, 

resulting in his death at the hands of a British fleet.370 This Níall 

had himself defeated Írgalach’s brother Congalach – one of 

Fínnsnechta’s future assassins – at the battle of Imlech Pích in 

688 and Bhreathnach has plausibly suggested that Fínnsnechta’s 

temporary withdrawal into clerical life may have been due to this 

upsurge in internal dynastic conflict.371 

Therefore, it is possible that Adomnán, in dwelling on Áed 

Sláine’s act of parricide, may have been making a comment on 

the internecine strife which had led to Fínnsnechta’s death and 

which continued to wrack the dynasty. By condemning Áed 

Sláine, Adomnán may have been seeking to justify his transfer of 

support from Síl nÁedo Sláine to his own dynasty of Cenél 

Conaill and Loingsech mac Óengusso, about whom more shall be 

said shortly. If read in this way, the differing positions taken with 

regard to Diarmait and Áed begin to make sense. Diarmait’s 

acclamation as rex totius Scotiae could then be seen as mirroring 

Adomnán’s support for Fínnsnechta, while Áed’s sin of parricide 

could be taken as paralleling the contemporary state of Síl nÁedo 

Sláine, which was beset by kin-slaying and conflict and as a 

result had lost Iona’s favour. 

This transfer is reflected most clearly in the guarantor-list for 

Cáin Adomnáin. This list, which Ní Dhonnchadha has proven to 

be contemporary with the synod of Birr, contains the names of 

the notable ecclesiastics and secular figures who subscribed to 

the laws proposed there by Adomnán, which were intended to 

protect non-combatants, especially women, from harm.372 

Heading the list of secular guarantors we find the name of 

                                                 
370 FA, §150, pp 46–7, §156, pp 48–51. 
371 AU, 688.4, pp 150–51; Bhreathnach, ‘the political context’, eadem (ed.), 
The kingship and landscape of Tara, p. 61; Fínnsnechta’s return to power is 
recorded in 689, for which see AU, 689.2, pp 152–3.     
372 Ní Dhonnchadha, ‘The guarantor list’, pp 178–9. 
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Loingsech mac Óengusso, who is given the title rí Érenn, the 

insertion of which is difficult to date. Nevertheless, the pre-

eminence given to Cenél Conaill is plain to see, especially as the 

second secular guarantor is Congal Cinn Magair, called rí Cenél 

Conaill. Ní Dhonnchadha has argued that this title, though 

correct for the period following Loingsech’s death in 703, was 

inaccurate at the time of promulgation.373 On the other hand, 

Charles-Edwards has argued that it may reflect Congal’s role as a 

deputy-king to Loingsech, while Loingsech’s own interests were 

more widespread, reflected in his claim to the kingship of 

Ireland.374 Regardless, the presence of these two kings at the top 

of the list, alongside the kings of Cenél Coirpri and Cenél 

nEógain – who at this period were close allies of Cenél Conaill – 

speaks volumes of the power exercised by Loingsech and of his 

relationship with Iona. 

However, Loingsech’s dominance was short-lived, and he 

was killed alongside three of his sons and many subordinate 

kings in the battle of Corann, a year before Adomnán’s own 

death.375 In his obit he is accorded the title of rex Hiberniae, and 

is one of only two kings, together with Domnall mac Áedo, to be 

given this title in AU before Máel Sechnaill in the mid-ninth 

century. Byrne, noting the Iona provenance of the annals down to 

the year 740, asserts that these two acclamations ‘cannot be 

treated as independent of Adomnán’s own ideas’, as noted 

above.376 While he is correct that the testimony of the annals 

should be treated with caution, the fact that Deus a quo facta fuit 

also makes extravagant claims on behalf of Domnall means we 

must pause before dismissing the idea of a rex Hiberniae as 

                                                 
373 Ní Dhonnchadha, ‘The guarantor list’, pp 196–7. 
374 Thomas Charles-Edwards, ‘The Uí Néill 695–743: the rise and fall of 
dynasties’, Peritia 16 (2002), 396–418, 405. 
375 AU, 703.2, pp 162–3; Ní Dhonnchadha, ‘The guarantor list’, p. 180. 
376 Byrne, IKHK, p. 257; see the Introduction above. 
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entirely an invention of Adomnán’s, especially when viewed 

alongside the evidence of the law-tracts.377 

Yet Adomnán’s image of kingship was also heavily 

influenced by the ideas of the Old Testament, as Enright has 

convincingly argued. This is clearly seen in Adomnán’s 

references to Oswald and Diarmait being ‘ordained by God’s 

will’, which closely corresponds to the Biblical portrayal of Saul 

and David who, after being ordained by the prophet Samuel, 

could only be removed by God.378 This is also seen when 

Adomnán has Columba prophesy that Áed Dub, Diarmait’s killer, 

‘will return as a dog to his vomit’ and will be pierced by a spear, 

fall into water and die drowning. He goes on to say that Áed 

‘deserved such an end to life long ago for having killed the king 

of all Ireland.’379 Such an emphasis on the inviolability of kings 

at a time when a prediction of a royal death of old age was 

considered particularly praiseworthy and unusual must have been 

appealing to contemporary rulers.380 

Certainly, the sheer amount of high-level kings and 

ecclesiastics – including Bruide mac Derili, king of the Picts – 

who subscribed to Cáin Adomnáin at Birr is testament to 

Adomnán’s standing amongst the upper echelons of society.381 

This was despite the fact that the attendees were still divided by 

the Easter Controversy, which had been further complicated by 

the conversion of Adomnán and several prominent Irish churches 

– Armagh amongst them – to the Dionysiac reckoning, 

introducing a third position and yet more confusion to an already 

intractable problem.382 Yet, such was the standing of Adomnán 

that his law even found its way into the law-tracts as one of the 

three rulings a king could bind on his people, illustrating clearly 

                                                 
377 See Chapter I Section 4.1, Chapter I Section 3 above. 
378 Enright, Iona, Tara and Soissons, pp 16–8. 
379 Anderson & Anderson, Adomnán’s Life of Columba (1991 edition), I.36, pp 
64–7; Sharpe, Adomnán of Iona, I.36, pp 138–9.  
380 Sharpe, Adomnán of Iona, I.10, p. 120, I.15, p. 123. 
381 Ní Dhonnchadha, ‘The guarantor list’, p. 214. 
382 Warntjes, ‘Victorius vs Dionysius’, pp 63–70. 
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that his influence had not diminished despite his change of 

stance.383 Indeed, Loingsech’s friendship and familial 

connections with the abbot of Iona probably explain why he and 

his allies were placed at the head of the list – before his major 

provincial rivals – and why he was acclaimed as king of Ireland, 

which undoubtedly would have bolstered his reputation.384 

However, Loingsech and Fínnsnechta, the two kings who appear 

to have been closest to Adomnán, both died violent deaths, 

indicating that not everyone was willing to accept his concept of 

a king who could only be deposed by God. 

Additionally, like the jurisdiction of the archiepiscopus 

Hiberniae promoted by Armagh and Kildare, the realm of the 

putative rex Hiberniae was also bounded by Ireland’s shores. 

This is despite the fact that the familia of Columba had 

established numerous churches across Ireland and northern 

Britain. Indeed, so much was Columba revered in the latter that 

by Bede’s time, as already mentioned, it appears that he was 

considered the missionary-saint of northern Pictland.385 Adomnán, 

on the other hand, does not dwell on Columba’s missionary 

activity, though he does mention Columba’s travels amongst the 

Picts and some baptisms that were performed by the saint.386 

Instead, he draws attention to the fact that both the Picts and the 

Scotti Brittaniae were only lightly affected by the great mortality 

‘which twice in our time has ravaged a large part of the world’, a 

reference to the two outbreaks of plague recorded by the annals 

in the 660s and 680s respectively.387 They were spared this 

calamity, he asserts, despite the fact that both peoples had 

committed grave sins, a grace which can only be attributed to St 

                                                 
383 Binchy, Críth Gablach, §38, pp 20–1; MacNeill, ‘the law of status or 
franchise’, §123, p. 303; see Chapter I Section 3.1 above. 
384 Byrne, IKHK, p. 258. 
385 Bede, III,4 Plummer, ‘Baedae Historia Ecclesiastica’, III.4, pp 133–5; 
Sherley-Price, Bede, III.4, p. 143; Duncan, ‘Bede, Iona, and the Picts’, 20–3. 
386 Sharpe, Adomnán of Iona, II.32, pp 179–80, III.14, p, 216. 
387 AU, 664.2, pp 134–5, 665.1, pp 136–7, 668.1, pp 138–9, 683.4, pp 148–9, 
684.1, pp 148–9. 
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Columba, ‘for he founded among both peoples the monasteries 

where today he is still honoured.’ Nothwitstanding this, Adoman 

insists that there are still ‘in both nations (populis) many foolish 

people who ungratefully fail to recognise that they have been 

protected from the plague by the prayers of saints.’388 Evidently, 

Adomnán was keen to promote Columban interests in northern 

Britain and sought to have the saintliness of his patron more 

widely recognised throughout the region, though it appears that 

he had to face the opposition, or at least the ignorance, of a large 

proportion of the inhabitants. Intriguingly, Adomnán does not 

seek to explain why Ireland was not spared from the ravages of 

plague, in spite of the presence there of numerous Columban 

monasteries like Derry and Durrow. However, though it is 

impossible to say with certainty, it is nonetheless conceivable 

that the support he received from Irish overkings like Loingsech 

and Fínnsnechta ensured the high standing and influence of the 

Columban familia, which as a result meant that he did not need to 

justify his patron to the same degree in Ireland, unlike in Britain, 

where he appears to have lacked the solid support of a leading 

political figure.389 

Therefore, Adomnán conceived of Columba’s position in 

Ireland and Britain very differently, contrasting widespread 

secular support in the former with supposedly lukewarm backing 

in the latter. Moreover, his conception of a kingship of all-Ireland 

that was ordained by God makes it clear that he conceived of 

Ireland as a distinct political entity, an entity which explicitly 

excluded the Picts and the Scotti of northern Britain, who, despite 

the extensive interests of the Columban familia in that region, do 

not appear to have been united in a single overkingdom as the 

                                                 
388 Anderson & Anderson, Adomnán’s Life of Columba (1991 edition), II.46, 
pp 178–81; Sharpe, Adomnán of Iona, II.46, pp 203–4. 
389 For a reference to hostility between Iona and the king of the Picts, see AU, 
717.4, pp 172–3. 
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Irish were.390 This Irish kingship was initially bestowed upon the 

line of Diarmait mac Cerbaill, until his God-given prerogative 

was lost by his son Áed Sláine and this, as has been argued above, 

perhaps reflects Adomnán’s friendship with Fínnsnechta and his 

subsequent falling out with the Síl nÁedo Sláine dynasty 

following their descent into internecine conflict. After Áed we 

find no other explicit references to a regnator Scotiae, though 

Columba’s blessing of Domnall mac Áedo as a boy is surely 

significant, especially as he was the first king to be given the title 

of rex Hiberniae in the annals.391 Moreover, the Andersons draw 

attention to Adomnán’s use of the phrase ‘sublimatus est’, which 

describes Domnall following his victory at Dún Ceithirnn, and 

suggest that it may reflect his promotion to the high-kingship.392 

Though the high-kingship as an institution was not as well 

established as the Andersons thought it was, this reference 

perhaps mirrors Adomnán’s switch in support to his own dynasty 

of Cenél Conaill, and the fact that Loingsech mac Óengusso, 

Adomnán’s contemporary, was the only other king in this era to 

be given this title supports this suggestion. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
390 While it is possible that Adomnán believed that both peoples should be 
ruled over by a Northumbrian imperator totius Brittaniae, this kingdom 
appears to have lost its imperium over northern Britain in the aftermath of 
Ecgfrith’s death, and to emphasise the rightful rule of the Northumbrians in 
the region so soon after Nechtansmere would surely have alienated the Picts 
and Dál Riata, the very peoples Adomnán is trying to woo in this passage; for 
a discussion of Bede’s interpretation of imperium, see Steven Fanning, ‘Bede, 
Imperium and the Bretwaldas’, Speculum 66/1 (Jan. 1991), 1–26. 
391 For the Iona provenance of these early annalistic entries, see the 
Introduction above. 
392 Anderson & Anderson, Adomnán’s Life of Columba (1991 edition), I.49, pp 
88–9 n. 119. 
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CHAPTER II: THE PERSISTENCE OF IRISH IDENTITY: 

704–847 

 

 

Section 1: Irish kings and Irish identity part I: 704–797 

1.1: Congal Cenn Magair and Fergal mac Maíle Dúin 

Loingsech’s death in 703 was followed one year later by the 

death of Adomnán, and from this time until the obit of Máel 

Sechnaill over a century and a half later no king was 

contemporaneously given the title rex Hiberniae or rí Érenn by 

AU. Based on this alone, it would seem that Loingsech’s 

designation was no more than a brief experiment with political 

terminology inspired by the abbot of Iona, as Byrne had 

argued.393 However, though there is no acclamation of these 

figures as such in AU, by analysing the actions undertaken in the 

reigns of the most powerful kings of this era – almost always the 

kings of Tara – it should be possible to ascertain whether these 

figures still aspired to be the rex Hiberniae and to wield power 

across the entire island. 

Two years after Loingsech’s death, the annals record the 

beginning of the reign of Congal Cinn Magair, who may have 

been Loingsech’s deputy king over the Cenél Conaill at the time 

of the synod of Birr, as we saw earlier. The kingdom over which 

he now ruled is not mentioned, but at his obit in AU, AT and CS it 

is implied that he had been made king of Tara, rather than 

following in Loingsech’s footsteps as king of Ireland.394 

Nonetheless, in the year following his accession he led a hosting 

against the Leinstermen, possibly a crech ríg against one of the 

Uí Néill’s traditional enemies.395 Interestingly, in addition to this 

                                                 
393 Byrne, IKHK, pp 256–7; for more on this see the Introduction above.  
394 AU, 705.5, pp 164–5; CS, s.a. 701 [705], pp 114–5; AU, 710.3, pp 166–7; 
CS, s.a. 706 [710], pp 116–7; AT, p. 222 [Felinfach reprint, p. 182]. 
395 AT, p. 220 [Felinfach reprint, p. 180]; for more on the crech ríg, see 
Pádraig Ó Riain, ‘The crech ríg or “royal prey”, Éigse 15/1 (Summer, 1973), 
24–30. 
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attempt to intimidate the Laigin, the Northern Uí Néill also raided 

into Connacht in the same year, in the process killing Indrechtach, 

a son of Dúnchad Muirisce of the Uí Fiachrach, who had become 

king of Connacht following the clerical retirement and death of 

Cellach mac Ragallach, the victor of Corann.396 The leaders of 

this expedition are given as Fergal mac Máele Dúin king of Cenél 

nEógain, Conall Menn king of Cenél Coirpri and Fergal son of 

Loingsech, who may have been leading the forces of Cenél 

Conaill in the absence of Congal.397 Its purpose clearly seems to 

have been to avenge the defeat Loingsech had suffered four years 

earlier and to bring Connacht, traditionally a part of the Uí Néill 

hegemony, to heel. It may also have been undertaken to avenge 

the killing of the king of Cenél Coirpri the previous year, though 

as his killers are not named it is possible that he was the victim of 

internal dissension rather than a resurgent Connacht.398  

Unfortunately, Congal’s dealings with the other provincial 

kingdoms go unrecorded and so it is impossible to know whether 

he wished to assert his dominance over the entire island, though 

to campaign in Leinster he had presumably secured the support 

of the Southern Uí Néill, whose lands he would have had to 

traverse. 

Following his death, the recent dominance of the Northern Uí 

Néill over the kingship of Tara continued with the accession of 

Fergal mac Máele Dúin. According to CS, he started his reign 

with a victory over the Uí Méith, one of the leading dynasties of 

Airgíalla, bolstering his position in the north of the country.399 

In 714 we find a reference to internal dissension amongst the 

Southern Uí Néill, and Murchad Midi – one of the first prominent 

members of the Clann Cholmáin dynasty – was victorious over 

his rivals of the Síl nÁedo Sláine, who may have had the support 
                                                 
396 AU, 707.2, pp 164–5; CS, s.a. 703[707], pp 116–7; AT, p. 220 [Felinfach 
reprint, p. 180]. 
397 AU, 707.2, pp 164–5; CS, s.a. 703 [707], pp 116–7; AT, p. 220 [Felinfach 
reprint, p. 180].  
398 AU, 706.3, pp 164–5. 
399 CS, s.a. 702 [706], pp 114–7; AT, p. 222 [Felinfach reprint, p. 182]. 
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of at least some of the Ulaid, if the ‘Dub Dúin nepos Becce’ 

recorded amongst the slain was a grandson of Bécc Bairche, king 

of the Ulaid who had assumed the pilgrim’s staff seven years 

earlier.400 At Murchad’s death the following year he is accorded 

the title ‘king of the Uí Néill’, and Charles-Edwards has argued 

that this term may have been applied to a king of the Southern Uí 

Néill who had submitted to a Northern Uí Néill king of Tara. 

Thus, Murchad may have been Fergal’s deputy in the midlands, 

though his killing must have destabilized Fergal’s position 

there.401  

Additionally, in the same year Murchad son of Bran, the new 

king of the Laigin, led a hosting to Cashel.402 Clearly, Murchad 

was trying to establish himself as a major king in the south of the 

country, which must have been seen as a threat by Fergal. 

However, he had problems to deal with closer to home in the 

person of Fogartach ua Cernaig of the Síl nÁedo Sláine, who 

after being expelled – presumably by Murchad Midi – from his 

kingship fled to Britain, returning following the death of the 

Clann Cholmáin dynast.403 He now sought to challenge Fergal by 

disturbing the Fair of Tailtiu, which was traditionally presided 

over by the king of Tara.404 

In addition, Murchad Midi’s killer, Conall Grant, also sought 

to assert himself in the midlands and defeated the Uí Chonaing, 

his rivals from northern Brega, at Kells in 718, but soon 

afterwards he himself was slain by Fergal, perhaps, as Charles-

Edwards intriguingly notes, because of his violation of Kells, 

which at this stage may have been part of the royal demesne of 

                                                 
400 AU, 707.6, pp 164–5. 
401 AU, 715.2, pp 170–1; Charles-Edwards, ‘The rise and fall of dynasties’, 
406. 
402 AU, 715.4, pp 170–1. 
403 AU, 714.4, pp 170–1. 
404 AU, 717.6, pp 172–3; Paul Byrne has posited that the formula employed by 
the annals to describe disturbances at fairs records the victor rather than the 
disturber, which in this case would have been Fogartach, for which see Paul 
Byrne, Certain Southern Uí Néill kingdoms (unpublished PhD thesis, UCD, 
2000), pp 49–50; for a further discussion of this see O’Flynn, The 
organisation and operation, pp 276–7. 
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the king of Tara.405 Thus, for much of Fergal’s reign, he was 

concerned with the affairs of the area which would become 

known as Leth Chuinn, the area traditionally dominated by the Uí 

Néill. He did though take advantage of the internal struggles of 

the Leinstermen in 719 to raid their kingdom five times in a 

single year, in an attempt to expand his dominance further 

south.406 

However, these actions provoked a response and in 721 

Murchad of Leinster, alongside Cathal mac Finnguine, the new 

king of Munster, responded by harrying Mag mBreg. Yet despite 

this Fergal seems to have been able to subdue the Laigin in the 

same year, with the annals asserting that: ‘the cow-tribute and the 

clientship of the Leinstermen to Fergal are bound by sureties’.407 

There has been some disagreement amongst scholars as to the 

historicity of this statement, with Gearóid MacNiocaill and 

Pádraig Ó Riain, amongst others, asserting that it is a later 

interpolation. Charles-Edwards, on the other hand, sees the entry 

as genuine.408 None of their arguments, however, take into 

account the entry immediately following this notice, which reads: 

‘Inmesach the religious established a law with the peace of Christ 

over the island of Ireland (Inmesach relegiosus legem cum pace 

Christi super insolam Hiberniae constituit)’.409 AT and CS add 

that this took place at Campus Delenn, which O’Donovan places 

in western Donegal.410 Therefore, the site at which this law was 

                                                 
405 AU, 718.3, pp 172–3; Charles-Edwards, ‘The rise and fall of dynasties’, 
404. 
406 CS, s.a. 715 [719], pp 120–1. 
407 ‘maidm inna Boraime ⁊ [naidm] n-aggiallne Laghen fri Fergal mc. Maile 
Duin’, AU, 721.8, pp 175–6, p. 176, §8 n. 1; Charles-Edwards, The Chronicle 
of Ireland, 721.8, p. 194. 
408 For more on this debate, see Charles-Edwards, The Chronicle of Ireland, p. 
194 n. 4. 
409 AU, 721.9, pp 176–7. 
410 CS, s.a. 717 [721], pp 120–1; AT, p. 228 [Felinfach reprint, p. 188]; for the 
location of this site see CS, p. 120; n.6; AFM, p. 266 note a. Alternatively, 
there is also the possibility that Campus Delenn should actually be located in 
what is now County Louth, as Hogan notes the existence of a separate place 
called ‘Delin’, which is probably to be identified with the modern townland of 
Dellin in the barony of Louth, near the ecclesiastical site of Dromiskin; 
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promulgated can perhaps be placed within the territory of the 

Northern Uí Néill. As Charles-Edwards notes, this lex appears to 

have been of the same type as Cáin Adomnáin, and if the annals 

are to be believed when they say that it encompassed the whole 

island, a clear parallel can be drawn between this event and the 

synod of Birr, with Fergal filling Loingsech’s position as rex 

Hiberniae.411  

Nonetheless, it could also be argued that Inmesach 

established his law with the support of Cathal mac Finnguine 

who, according to AI, himself became king of Ireland following 

his raid on Brega. However, this claim must be rejected. Not only 

would it have been incredibly unlikely that a king of Munster 

would have presided over a synod in western Donegal, the entry 

in AI also states that Cathal was one of the five kings of Munster 

after the introduction of the Faith who ruled Ireland, and 

concludes its list with Brian Boru, showing that it cannot pre-date 

the eleventh century and so must be considered an interpolation 

and a later piece of Munster propaganda.412  

Unfortunately, unlike Adomnán, we know nothing about 

Inmesach aside from his name, and even the church to which he 

was attached remains unknown, as are the guarantors of his law. 

In addition, unlike Birr, which is located within the Irish 

midlands and thus easily accessible for everyone across the island, 

the location of this particular lex makes it unlikely that it was as 

popular as its predecessor. Yet, the reference to it being 

established over Ireland should not be ignored, especially if 

Fergal had just secured hostages from the Laigin. Indeed, it may 

have been to celebrate his latest triumph that he promoted this 

law, which presumably also applied to the territories of those 

who were subservient to him. Fergal then was at the apogee of 

                                                                                                           
Edmund Hogan, Onomasticon Goedelicum: locorum et tribuum Hiberniae et 
Scotiae (Dublin, 1910), p. 342. townlands.ie/louth/louth/darver/darver/dellin 
411 Charles-Edwards, The Chronicle of Ireland,  p. 195 n. 1.  
412 AI, s.a. 721, pp 104–5; Charles-Edwards, The Chronicle of Ireland, p. 194 
n. 2. 
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his power, and may potentially have been considered, at least by 

some, as the king of Ireland. However, his success was short-

lived. 

The following year Fergal was again campaigning in Leinster 

– possibly to claim the cow-tribute he was owed for that year – 

but this time he was heavily defeated and slain by his enemies at 

the battle of Almu, located a few miles north of the modern town 

of Kildare.413 Interestingly, the king of Cenél mBóguine – in 

whose territory O’Donovan would place Campus Delenn – is also 

mentioned as having been killed alongside Fergal, further 

strengthening the argument that he was the promulgator of 

Inmesach’s law.414 Moreover, though Fergal is not given a title 

by the AU annalist, whose account of the battle is relatively brief, 

he is acclaimed as rí Érenn in both CS and AT. This suggests that 

Fergal may have been considered king of Ireland by at least some 

of his contemporaries, and indicates that the idea of an all-Ireland 

kingship retained its appeal amongst the political elite. Clearly, 

such a concept should not be viewed as merely a brief experiment 

of Adomnán’s.  

 

Section 1.2: Flaithbertach mac Loingsig 

According to AI, Fergal was immediately succeeded by 

Flaithbertach mac Loingsig of Cenél Conaill, though the regnal-

                                                 
413 AU, 722.8, pp 176–7; CS, s.a. 718 [722], pp 120–5; AT, pp 228–30 
[Felinfach reprint, pp 188–90]. However, there is the possibility that these 
entires may have been subjected to later interpolation; for evidence of 
interpolations in the early eighth-century section of AT see below. 
414 AFM, p. 266 note a; Dumville believes that these people were centred 
around the important church of Raphoe in eastern Donegal and were the same 
as the dynasty known as Cenél nEndai, for which see David Dumville, ‘Mael 
Brigte mac Tornáin, pluralist coarb (†927)’, David Dumville, (ed.), Celtic 
Essays: 2001–2007 vol. I (Aberdeen, 2007), pp 137–158, p. 143 [first 
published in The Journal of Celtic Studies 4 (2004), 97–116, 102–103]. 
However, they clearly held lands in western Donegal, as is shown by a late 
gloss to the Vita Prior Sancti Fintani seu Munnu, which identifies a mountain 
in Cenél mBóguine as being near the famous Glenn Coluim Chille, where 
O’Donovan would also place Inmesach’s law; William W. Heist (ed.), ‘Vita 
Prior Sancti Fintani seu Munnu’, idem (ed.), Vitae Sanctorum, pp 198–209, 
§31, p. 208 n. 3. In addition, see Hogan, Onomasticon, p. 217; Byrne, IKHK, p. 
120. 
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lists accord short reigns to both Fogartach ua Cernaig and Cináed 

mac Írgalaig of Síl nÁedo Sláine after Fergal’s death.415 

Certainly, the years following Almu appear to have been quite 

turbulent, as the annals record three separate intra-Uí Néill 

conflicts over the following six years. In the first battle, fought in 

724, Fogartach – whose support base lay in southern Brega – was 

slain by Cináed of the northern Brega dynasty of Uí Chonaing, 

confirming the latter’s supremacy over the Southern Uí Néill. 

The second battle, fought at Druim Fornocht in 727, saw the 

Cenél Conaill, under Flaithbertach, defeat the weakened Cenél 

nEógain and assume command over the Northern Uí Néill. The 

stage was now set for these two rivals to contend for dominance 

over the Uí Néill as a whole, and a battle was duly fought the 

following year in 728 at Druim Corcáin, resulting in a victory for 

Flaithbertach and Cináed’s death, finally confirming the former’s 

position as the leading king amongst the Uí Néill.   

Therefore, based on this extensive internecine strife, it could 

be argued that in these years there was no universally recognised 

Uí Néill king of Tara, though this interregnum was subsequently 

filled in by later synthetic historians, who inserted Fogartach and 

Cináed into the gap. Supporting this theory is the fact that Cináed 

is never given a title in AT, except in a single, clearly interpolated 

entry recording his victory over Fogartach, where he is termed 

‘king of Ireland’. Moreover, at their deaths both of these men are 

unusually given no title, unlike every other eighth-century king 

of Tara in this compilation.416 Be that as it may, it is only after 

Druim Corcáin that AT actually acknowledges the start of 

Flaithbertach’s reign, when it notes that: ‘Flaithbertach mac 

                                                 
415 AI, s.a. 722, pp 104–5; Byrne, IKHK, p. 226; for a summary of these 
regnal-lists, see Charles-Edwards, ‘the rise and fall of dynasties’, p. 404. 
416 Admittedly, AT also contain references to Cináed campaigning against both 
the Ulaid and the Laigin before his death, indicating that he sought to extend 
his influence beyond his core territories. However, it is likely that he was not 
universally accepted by the Uí Néill and so perhaps should not be counted 
amongst the kings of Tara, and the same applies to Fógartach; AT, p. 232 
[Felinfach reprint, p. 192]. 
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Loingsig took the kingship of Ireland’.417 The fact that his 

kingship is explicitly called the kingship of Ireland may be 

significant and reflect contemporary concerns, but, as Nicholas 

Evans has shown, this is unlikely as there is evidence that a 

cluster of items recorded in the vernacular in this part of AT was 

translated from Latin at a late stage, perhaps the twelfth century 

or even later.418 Therefore, it is much more likely that this title 

reflects the concerns of a later age, and we should instead accept 

Flaithbertach’s kingship as being that of Tara, as claimed at his 

obit in AU. 

Nonetheless, Flaithbertach may still have attempted to 

emulate his father as in 727 the annals record that ‘the relics of 

Adomnán are brought over to Ireland and the law is promulgated 

anew.’ This appears to have been a renewal of the Lex 

Innocentium, made exactly thirty years after its promulgation at 

Birr by Loingsech. On the other hand, the abbot of Iona at this 

time is thought to have been Cilléne Droichtech, who was 

interestingly of the Southern Uí Néill rather than Cenél Conaill – 

who still for the most part dominated the office – and a case 

could therefore be made that he supported Cináed rather than 

Flaithbertach in the struggle for dominance over the Uí Néill.419 

However, though he was of the Southern Uí Néill, it appears that 

Cilléne was not a descendant of Diarmait mac Cerbaill. Instead, 

his genealogy is traced back to Diarmait’s brother Fiachu, son of 

Fergus Cerrbél, meaning his familial connection with Cináed was 

remote to say the least, and his support for a Síl nÁedo Sláine 

dynast should not be taken for granted. Moreover, in an 

admittedly late source, Cilléne’s reason for coming to Ireland 

was said to have been to make peace between Cenél Conaill and 

Cenél nEógain who, as we have seen, came to blows in the very 

                                                 
417 ‘Flaithbertach mac Loinsig do gabail rígi nÉrind’; AT, p. 234 [Felinfach 
reprint, p. 194]. 
418 Evans, The present and the past, p. 53. 
419 Máire Herbert, Iona, Kells and Derry: the history and hagiography of the 
monastic familia of Columba (Oxford, 1988), p. 60.  
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same year.420 Thus, Iona still appears to have had an active 

interest in the affairs of the Northern Uí Néill at this time, making 

it more likely that Flaithbertach – himself a distant relative of 

Columba – rather than Cináed was the promulgator of 

Adomnán’s law. Thus, it could be that Flaithbertach was 

attempting to act in an all-Ireland capacity. However, like 

Inmesach’s lex, we lack a guarantor-list and so do not know if the 

renewal attracted as many adherents as the original, or if he was 

acclaimed as king of Ireland. Nonetheless, his role in these 

proceedings was still important and, even if he did not repeat the 

outcome of Birr, Flaithbertach was still acting in partnership with 

one of the most important ecclesiastical federations on the island, 

which no doubt would have increased his prestige considerably. 

Following Cináed’s death, Flaithbertach may have 

strengthened his position in the midlands by allying with 

Domnall Midi – the new king of Clann Cholmáin and the son of 

Murchad Midi – who may have acted as Flaithbertach’s 

deputy.421 

However, Flaithbertach’s dominance of the Uí Néill did not last 

long, and he spent the last three years of his reign (732–734) 

fighting Fergal mac Máele Dúin’s son Áed Allán for possession 

of Mag Ítha in the valley of the river Finn, an area of great 

strategic importance as it lay astride one of the main routes into 

the north of the island.422 Flaithbertach appears to have abdicated 

as a result of this strife and his death in clericatu is recorded in 

765, where he is accorded the title king of Tara.423 

 

Section 1.3: Áed Allán 

Flaithbertach was immediately succeeded by his erstwhile rival, 

whose reign was replete with battles and campaigns, and his 

                                                 
420 Herbert, Iona, Kells and Derry, p. 61; Paul Walsh (ed.), Genealogiae 
Regum et Sanctorum Hiberniae by the Four Masters (Dublin, 1918), p. 54. 
421 Charles-Edwards, ‘the rise and fall of dynasties’, 407. 
422 Charles-Edwards, ‘the rise and fall of dynasties’, 408–9. 
423 AU, 765.2, 218–9; AT, p. 262 [Felinfach reprint, p. 222]. 
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warlike nature seems to have earned him his epithet allán, 

meaning ‘wild’. He conducted his first campaign against the 

Ulaid in 735, slaying their king, Áed Rón, in battle.424 In the 

same year Cathal mac Finnguine of Munster led a campaign into 

Leinster, though this ended in a heavy defeat. Nonetheless, 

Cathal was a powerful adversary for Áed and the Uí Néill and in 

737 these rivals met in a conference at Terryglass.425 As this 

monastery was located within the kingdom of Munster, it could 

be argued that Áed was implicitly acknowledging Cathal’s 

authority by meeting him here rather than directly on the border. 

However, this church may in fact have functioned as a border-site 

even if it was technically still in Munster territory, and as F.J. 

Byrne notes, Terryglass, with its strong Leinster connections, 

may have been regarded as neutral ground.426 

The very next entry following the notice of this meeting in 

the annals reads: ‘Lex Patricii tenuit Hiberniam’, and it seems 

likely therefore that some sort of agreement was reached between 

these two kings about this particular lex, especially as Áed Allán 

appears to have been a fervent supporter of the Patrician 

church.427 This can be seen in the fact that the relics of Armagh 

were brought on a circuit ‘to put the law into force’ in the same 

year that Áed came to power, and there can be little doubt that 

this law was the Law of Patrick. Thus, it could be read that 

Cathal had in fact submitted to Áed and agreed to extend the lex 

into Munster. On this note it is interesting that AI do not mention 

this meeting whatsoever, even though, if it had been favourable 

to Cathal, it would have been the perfect place to insert Munster 

propaganda, as had been done in 721. Alternatively, there does 

                                                 
424 AU, 735.2, pp 188–9. 
425 There is the possibility that Cathal may have even fought a battle at Tailtiu, 
for which see AU, 733.7, pp 186–7; but this identification is doubted by 
Charles-Edwards and O’Flynn, for which see Charles-Edwards, ECI, pp 478–
9; O’Flynn, The organisation and operation, pp 167–9. 
426 Byrne, IKHK, pp 209–10; however for a critique of this view see Ingrid 
Sperber, ‘One saint, two fathers, and three men in a boat: the Life of St Colum 
of Terryglass’, Celtica 26 (2010), 171–99, especially 173–4, 198–9. 
427 AU, 737.10, pp 190–1. 
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not necessarily have to have been a submission at this rígdál; it 

may instead have been an agreement between equals, where both 

agreed to implement the Lex Patricii, though the probable earlier 

implementation of the law by Áed would seem to indicate that he 

was in fact the more powerful ruler and had coerced the Munster 

king into implementing it, especially as Cathal’s position must 

have been weakened after his recent reverse against Leinster.428 

Regardless of this debate, this promulgation of the Law of 

Patrick is a significant moment. It is the first time since Birr that 

we have named kings supporting the promulgation of a law on an 

island-wide scale, indicating that these rulers understood and 

conceived of their power – as well as that of the Church – in 

insular terms, even if we have no direct evidence of them 

claiming the title of king of Ireland. Furthermore, as we have no 

examples in this period for laws promulgated for the Goídil as a 

whole, it seems that, as in SM, the remit of the law was solely 

restricted to the island of Ireland and its inhabitants.429 

However, if an accord between the two kings was reached at 

this meeting, it did not last long as the very next year both Cathal 

and Áed were active in Leinster. The order of events as it stands 

in the annals is hopelessly muddled, but can be plausibly 

reconstructed as follows: Cathal attacked Leinster and took great 

treasures, securing hostages from Fáelán its king. This Fáelán 

then died unexpectedly ‘at an unripe age’, which presented an 

opportunity for Áed to assert his dominance instead. In a battle at 

Áth Senaig, Áed was victorious over his namesake, Áed mac 

Colggen of the Uí Chennselaig, who was beheaded in the fight.430 

The annals give an unusually verbose account of this battle, 

                                                 
428 On the other hand, AI assert that this battle was in fact a victory for 
Munster, for which see AI, s.a. 735, pp 106–7; however, Charles-Edwards has 
persuasively argued against these claims; Charles-Edwards, The Chronicle of 
Ireland, p. 208 n. 1; Byrne, IKHK, p. 209. 
429 Even Birr, which attracted the support of Dál Riata, was promulgated for 
the separate entities of Ireland and Britain, rather than for the Gaelic-speaking 
people as a whole, as can be seen by the presence of the Picts there, for which 
see Ní Dhonnchadha, ‘guarantor list’, 181, 214. 
430 AU, 738.1, 738.4, 738.9, pp 190–3. 
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asserting that ‘so many fell in this great battle that we find no 

comparable slaughter in a single onslaught and fierce conflict 

throughout all preceding ages.’ It seems then that Áed Allán 

fought this battle in an attempt to counteract Cathal’s growing 

influence in the region. Interestingly, AT states that the king from 

whom Cathal secured hostages was actually Bran mac Murchada, 

Fáelán’s brother who was killed at Áth Senaig.431 However, this 

is less likely to have been the case as, though he seems to have 

wielded significant power, Bran was at most a joint-king of 

Leinster alongside Áed mac Colggen, and as the latter appears to 

have played a more prominent role in the battle he may even 

have been considered Bran’s superior. Therefore, AU’s reference 

to Fáelán as the king who gave hostages is to be preferred to AT’s 

reference to Bran, and fits better with the narrative outlined 

above.  

Not much of note is recorded in the aftermath of this battle 

until the death of Cathal in 742, and Áed did not long outlive his 

rival. In 743 he was slain at Seredmag by Domnall Midi, who 

would succeed him as king of Tara. In AT, Áed is given the title 

rí Érenn, whereas AU does not give him a title at all, mirroring 

the situation at the death of his father Fergal some two decades 

before.432 However, as with the reference to Flaithbertach as king 

of Ireland, it is perhaps safer to assume that this title was inserted 

into AT by a later compiler, especially as we cannot check its 

reading against CS, which is lacunose for this period. 

Nonetheless, if Áed was responsible for promulgating the Law of 

Patrick across the entire island then it is still a possibility that he 

could have claimed the title for himself, and his victories over the 

Ulaid and Laigin show that he was able to project his power 

beyond Leth Chuinn. 
                                                 
431 AT, pp 240–1 [Felinfach reprint, pp 200–1].  
432 AU, 742.3, 743.4, pp 196–7; AT, p. 245 [Felinfach reprint, p. 205]; AI, s.a. 
743, pp 108–9; AI also acclaims Cathal mac Finnguine as king of Ireland at his 
obit, but according to Charles-Edwards this is later Munster propaganda, for 
which see AI, s.a. 742, pp 108–9; Charles-Edwards, The Chronicle of Ireland, 
p. 214 n. 1. 
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Section 1.4: Domnall Midi 

Following Domnall Midi’s accession to the kingship after Áed’s 

death, we find the brief note: ‘Lex nepotis Suanaig’.433 This 

figure has been identified as Fidmuine, the anchorite of Rathen 

whose obit is recorded in 757. This church was located in the 

Irish midlands, in territory controlled by Domnall, which makes 

it likely that he was the king who promulgated it in order to mark 

the start of his new reign, much as Áed Allán had probably done 

with the Law of Patrick. The area encompassed by this lex, 

however, is left unsaid, though five years later the same law is 

said to have been promulgated throughout Leth Chuinn.434 This 

makes it very likely that that the area covered by Lex ua Suanaig 

in 743 was also Leth Chuinn, with 748 representing a renewal of 

the law. Therefore, Domnall may have been attempting to assert 

his authority in the traditional area of Uí Néill dominance. 

However, the promulgation of leges and cánai should not 

only be seen as a way for kings to make their authority felt. As 

O’Flynn has pointed out, the two occasions when Lex ua Suanaig 

was promulgated also coincided with severe climate and disease-

related events. In 742, for example, the annals had recorded an 

outbreak of ‘leprosy’ in Ireland, while in 748 they recorded 

‘Snow of unusual depth so that nearly all the cattle of the whole 

of Ireland perished, and the world afterwards was parched by 

unusual drought’.435 This law, therefore, could have had more to 

do with natural events than political ones. Similarly, Herbert also 

points to the fact that several of these laws, especially those 

connected with Iona, were promulgated soon after the accession 

of a new abbot, as had happened with Cilléne Droichtech in 727 

and was to happen again the year after Cilléne’s death in 752.436 

Nonetheless, in promulgating these laws kings may have been 
                                                 
433 AU, 743.7, pp 197–8, 757.1, pp 210–11. 
434 AU, 748.8, 202–3. 
435 AU, 742.9, pp 196–7, 748.3, pp 202–3; O’Flynn, The organisation and 
operation, p. 176; note the emphasis on Ireland as a frame of reference. 
436 Herbert, Iona, Kells and Derry, p. 65; O’Flynn, The organisation and 
operation, p. 177. 
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taking advantage of the situation in order to bolster their own 

positions through a public display of power, meaning the 

enforcement of these laws can still be seen as reflecting the 

ambitions of a particular ruler. 

Returning to the reign of Domnall, few events of relevance to 

this thesis are recorded in the first years of his rule, though the 

death of Flaithbertach’s son Áed Muinderg, who was termed ‘rex 

in Tuaiscirt’ at his obit, should be noted.437 As Charles-Edwards 

has argued, this title is probably the northern equivalent of the 

‘king of the Uí Néill’ title that had been applied to Murchad Midi, 

and should be taken as signifying Domnall’s deputy-king 

amongst the Northern Uí Néill.438 In 753, Domnall promulgated 

Lex Coluim Cille, though again the area over which it was 

enforced goes unrecorded, making it impossible to draw any 

conclusions about his motivations.439 In 756 Domnall is recorded 

leading an army of the Leinstermen to Mag Muirthemne, where 

his opponent, according to the annals, was Níall Frosach, Áed 

Állan’s brother.440 Though this encounter shows that Domnall 

faced considerable opposition to his rule from within the Uí Néill, 

the fact that he commanded the army of an entirely different 

provincial kingdom nonetheless illustrates the impressive extent 

of his authority at this time.  

Indeed, it is possible that the text known as the Airgialla 

Charter Poem was written during his reign, though alternatively 

it may have been written for his predecessor Áed Allán.441 

Regardless, the propaganda value of this poem is unmistakable. 

In it, the king of Tara is portrayed as the ‘lord of Tailtiu’, who 

presides over the ‘warriors of Ireland (Érenn ar-gníth cathaigiu)’ 

and the kings of Connacht, Munster and Leinster at a banqueting-

hall, a clear expression of the concept of an Irish high-kingship. 
                                                 
437 AU, 747.4, pp 200–1. 
438 Charles-Edwards, ‘the rise and fall of dynasties’, p. 406. 
439 AU, 753.4, pp 206–7. 
440 AU, 756.3, pp 210–11. 
441 Thomas Charles-Edwards, ‘The Airgíalla Charter Poem: the legal content’, 
Edel Bhreatnach (ed.), The kingship and landscape of Tara, pp 100–23, p. 123. 
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Furthermore, though the Ulaid are not mentioned as part of this 

schema, in their stead we find the Airgíalla, who are accorded a 

place beside the lord of Tailtiu as a reward for their conquests in 

the ‘north (fochlu)’. Additionally, Charles-Edwards has argued 

that this banquet was supposed to have taken place during the 

time of the Ulster Cycle and represents an attempt to project a 

recent agreement made between the Airgíalla and their Uí Néill 

overlords into the distant past.442 This would also help to explain 

the absence of the Ulaid from this assembly, who were the 

implacable foes of the Connachta and their allies in this imagined 

era.443 Interestingly however, the lord of Tailtiu is explicitly 

referred to as ‘the king of the Uí Néill’, a title which, as we have 

seen, appears to have been used by the annals to refer to the 

Northern Uí Néill’s deputy-king in the midlands. This though 

does not appear to be the meaning of the term here, and the title 

appears to have been used in a more literal sense to refer to the 

overking of the Uí Néill. By implication, this figure is also 

represented as the overlord of the rest of the island, showing that 

the idea of an all-Ireland kingship also found its way into the 

literary sources of the period.444 Not much else of note is 

recorded in the final years of Domnall’s reign aside from a 

renewal of Lex Coluim Cille in 757 with which he was no doubt 

involved and which again is not attached to any particular 

region.445 His obit in AU records him as king of Tara, as does his 

obit in AT, though this is glossed as ‘.i. cétrí Érenn do claind 

Floind [leg. Cholmáin]’, which again seems to reflect a later 

interpretation of the evidence.446 In AI he is recorded as ‘ríg Hua 

                                                 
442 Ibid, p. 103; Edel Bhreathach and Kevin Murray, ‘The Airgíalla Charter 
Poem: Edition’, Edel Bhreathnach (ed.), The kingship and landscape of Tara, 
pp 124–58, pp 128–39. 
443 For more on this see Chapter II Section 5.1 below. 
444 See Chapter II Section 5 below. 
445 AU, 757.9, pp 210–11. 
446 AU, 763.1, pp 216–17; AT, p. 261 [Felinfach reprint, p. 221]. 
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Néill’, probably reflecting the usage of the term as found in the 

Charter Poem.447 

 

Section 1.5: Níall Frosach and Donnchad Midi 

On his death Domnall was succeeded by Áed Allán’s brother, 

Níall Frosach. Like his brother, Níall too appears to have been a 

supporter of Armagh, and in 767 the Lex Patricii was again 

established.448 Though the annals do not explicitly tell us who 

promulgated it – or what geographical area it covered – it is a 

likely inference that it was Níall. However, aside from this event 

Níall appears to have been a relatively unambitious king, and 

from 770 he begins to be overshadowed by the more forceful 

figure of Donnchad, son of Domnall Midi. Indeed, Byrne argued 

that Níall had in fact abdicated in 770 and been replaced by his 

Clann Cholmáin rival, pointing to his obit which states that he 

died on Iona.449 However, while it has been generally accepted 

that Níall probably did abdicate and move to Iona, there has been 

some discussion as to when this should be dated, with Charles-

Edwards favouring a date somewhere between 772 and 777.450 

Regardless of this debate, it is evident that Donnchad was trying 

to assert himself on the inter-provincial stage in the early 770s, 

for example leading a hosting against the Leinstermen and 

encamping with his army for three days at Ráith Alinne, a 

prehistoric site which had become synonymous with the kingship 

of Leinster.451 Clearly he was making a serious statement. He 

followed this up with an expedition into the North (In Fochla) in 

771 and in 772 he led an expedition to Cnoc Báne, which 

O’Donovan identified with a hill in modern Tyrone, and these 

                                                 
447 AI, s.a. 763, pp 112–3.  
448 AU, 767.10, pp 220–1. 
449 Byrne, IKHK, p. 156; AU, 778.7, pp 232–3. 
450 Charles-Edwards, ECI, pp 576–7.  
451 AU, 770.8, pp 222–3. 
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hostings must have been aimed at subduing the Cenél nEógain 

and securing his own authority over the Northern Uí Néill.452 

In 774 Donnchad is recorded in connection with a disturbance 

at an óenach. If this was the Óenach Tailtenn, it could be argued 

that he was still attempting to undermine Níall Frosach, and if 

Paul Byrne’s hypothesis regarding these disturbances is correct it 

may even represent his coming to power.453 Be that as it may, it 

is nonetheless evident that Donnchad was still attempting to 

assert himself over his rivals at this time, as seen in the following 

year when the annals record an encounter between Donnchad and 

the Munstermen, with the Uí Néill emerging as the victors. In the 

same year he is also recorded skirmishing with the familia of 

Clonard, perhaps in an attempt to bring the monastery under 

closer royal control.454 Another battle against Munster is recorded 

in 776, with Donnchad again emerging victorious.455 

The Clann Cholmáin king was active in the following year 

too and emulated his father in directing an army of the Laigin 

against his enemies amongst the Uí Néill. This time it was Brega 

that bore the brunt, and this attack appears to have formed part of 

what the annals term a cocad between Donnchad and Congalach 

mac Conaing, a dynast of the northern branch of the Síl nÁedo 

Sláine, which had recently usurped the kingship of the 

Ciannachta. This same year also saw Donnchad and the 

Ciannachta come to blows at an óenach, and it is likely that this 

disturbance may have been the trigger for the subsequent 

warfare.456 

                                                 
452 AU, 771.10, 772.3, pp 224–5; AFM, p. 102 note g; it is for this reason that 
Charles-Edwards chose 772 as the earliest date for Níall’s abdication. 
453 AU, 774.7, pp 227–8; O’Flynn, The organisation and operation, p. 189; 
Paul Byrne, Certain Southern Uí Néill kingdoms, pp 49–50. 
454 AU, 775.5, 775.6, pp 229–30; O’Flynn, The organisation and operation, p. 
189.  
455 AU, 776.11, pp 231–2. 
456 AU, 777.3, 777.6, pp 230–1; Charles-Edwards, ECI, p. 551 n. 84; Paul 
Byrne, Certain Southern Uí Néill kingdoms, pp 65–6; though the óenach at 
which this conflict broke out goes unmentioned, it presumably took place at 
the Óenach Tailtenn, for which see O’Flynn, The organisation and operation, 
pp 276–7. 
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Matters came to a head in 778 with the battle of Forchalad, 

which ended in Congalach’s defeat and death. In the same year 

the death of Níall Frosach is also recorded, as is the promulgation 

of the Law of Colum Cille by Donnchad and Bresal, the abbot of 

Iona.457 Again the geographical area covered by this law was not 

recorded in the annals, but it is quite clear that Donnchad actively 

sought to have his power recognised across much of the island, 

leading hostings against his neighbours to the east, north and 

south, as well as subduing his rivals within the Southern Uí Néill. 

It is not unreasonable to suggest, therefore, that Donnchad may 

have been seeking to have himself recognised as king of Ireland, 

and it is quite possible that his promulgation of Lex Coluim Cille 

was meant as his crowning achievement following this intensive 

campaigning. 

However, if this was the case, his dominance did not last long, 

and he soon had to deal with a renewed threat from the North. In 

779 Donnchad led an expedition against Domnall son of Áed 

Muinderg of Cenél Conaill, who is accorded the title of rex 

aquilonis by the annals, suggesting perhaps that he had been 

Donnchad’s northern deputy before this and a counterbalance to 

Cenél nEógain.458 After taking Domnall’s hostages, Donnchad 

moved against the Laigin, defeating the kings of Uí Dúnlainge 

and Uí Chennselaig in battle and plundering their territory. This 

seems to have been the catalyst for what the annals call a 

‘Congressio senodorum’ between the Uí Néill and the 

Leinstermen, generally interpreted as a ‘congress of synods’.459 

What they discussed is unknown, but judging by the location of 

the meeting – what the annals intriguingly describe as the 

oppidum of Tara – it seems likely that Donnchad was re-asserting 

his authority over the eastern province following their recent 

conflict. In 781 however there was yet more conflict between the 

                                                 
457 AU, 778.1, 778.4, 778.7, pp 230–3. 
458 AU, 779.10, pp 232–3. 
459 AU, 780.7, 780.12, pp 234–5; but cf. Donnchadh Ó Corráin, ‘Congressio 
Senadorum’, Peritia 10 (1996), 252. 
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Uí Néill and Leinster, though the men of Brega emerged 

victorious.460 

Donnchad then appears to have turned his attentions 

northward once again, and in 784 he held a rígdál with Fiachna 

son of Áed Rón, king of Ulaid. Based on an Old Irish verse that 

was added into the margins of AU, Charles-Edwards has argued 

that this meeting resulted in an agreement that Donnchad ‘would 

confine his military ambitions to Ireland’, whilst Fiachna would 

be free to pursue expansion overseas, speculating that the Isle of 

Man was his most likely target.461 On the other hand, Byrne saw 

the poem as an indication that neither king wished to submit to 

the other, as Donnchad going aboard Fiachna’s ship would have 

been taken as an act of submission, and similarly Fiachna’s 

landing would have been taken as a sign of submission to 

Donnchad.462 Inis na Ríg, where this conference is said to have 

taken place, has not been accurately identified and can provide us 

with no clues as to the nature of this meeting, though as its 

general location is given as eastern Brega it is possible that the 

choice of this site may have at least hinted at Donnchad’s 

superiority. What is more, if Charles-Edwards is correct, then this 

rígdál would have serious implications for our understanding of 

an Irish political identity, implying as it does that the king of the 

Ulaid did not feel himself bound by Ireland’s shores. However, 

no raid is recorded before Fiachna’s death in 789, and neither do 

his successors appear to have been active in Man or elsewhere 

outside of Ireland, meaning Charles-Edwards’s reading must 

remain speculative.463 

                                                 
460 AU, 781.4, pp 236–7. 
461 AU, 784.4, pp 240–1; Charles-Edwards, The Chronicle of Ireland, p. 249 n. 
1. 
462 Byrne, IKHK, p. 124. 
463 On the other hand, the Ulaid appear to have been active in Man in the late 
sixth century, and in the eleventh and twelfth centuries Man would also attract 
the attentions of would-be high-kings of Ireland. In addition, a fleet the Ulaid 
was also defeated off the coast of England in 913, meaning it is possible that 
conquests outside of Ireland were seen as normal by Irish kings. However, the 
expeditions of the tenth century and beyond were intimately associated with 
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After dealing with yet more trouble from Síl nÁedo Sláine, 

Donnchad’s attentions once more turned northward. Domnall son 

of Áed Muinderg had been defeated by Máel Dúin son of Áed 

Allán in 787 and the following year Máel Dúin was acclaimed as 

‘king of the North (rex ind Fholcai)’ in his obit, possibly 

indicating his recognition by Donnchad.464 His death though 

precipitated a new round of fighting, and in 789 Domnall was 

again defeated, this time, according to a gloss in AU, by Áed son 

of Níall Frosach.465 In the same year, Donnchad was said to have 

‘dishonoured the staff of Jesus and the relics of Patrick at an 

óenach in Ráith Airthir’, a site closely associated with the 

Óenach Tailtenn.466 This has been interpreted by some scholars 

as a slight to Áed, as Cenél nEógain were traditionally close 

allies of Armagh.467 Be that as it may, tension between the two 

leading Uí Néill kings did erupt into open conflict two years later, 

when Áed was defeated at Tailtiu.468 The site of the battle 

indicates that Áed was the aggressor and that he may have been 

trying to wrest the kingship from the aging Donnchad’s hands, 

though the latter was clearly still a force to be reckoned with. In 

794, for example, he went on an expedition to aid Bran the king 

of the Laigin – who was married to Donnchad’s sister Eithne – 

against the men of Munster.469 However, his influence over 

Leinster was gravely weakened the following year when Bran 

and Eithne were killed, and from this point on his power 

                                                                                                           
the recent political activity of the Vikings and so cannot be taken as evidence 
of a longstanding Irish ambition to occupy Man. However, the sixth-century 
Ulaid expeditions are harder to account for and are deserving of further 
analyisis, though it is possible that settlers from Ulaid had earlier colonised the 
island’s southwest, which would explain their interest there until the island 
was definitively conquered by the British. For all of this see AU, 577.5, 578.2, 
pp 88–9, 913.5, pp 360–1, 1073.5, pp 510–11, 1087.7, pp 522–3; Seán Duffy, 
‘Irishmen and Islesmen in the Kingdoms of Dublin and Man’, Ériu 43 (1992), 
93–133; Charles-Edwards, Wales and the Britons, pp 148–52. 
464 AU, 787.3, 788.1 pp 242–3. 
465 AU, 789.12, pp 244–5. 
466 AU, 789.17, pp 246–7; Cathy J. Swift, ‘The local context of Óenach 
Tailten’, Ríocht na Midhe 11 (2000), 24–50, 46–7 n. 9.  
467 Charles-Edwards, ECI, pp 278–9. 
468 AU, 791.5, pp 246–7. 
469 AU, 794.6, pp 250–1. 
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gradually declined. Indeed, in a separate incident in the same 

year his son was slain by Síl nÁedo Sláine, and even the king of 

Connacht may have been trying to intervene in his territory.470 

At his obit in 797, AU describe him simply as king of Tara, 

without explicitly mentioning any all-Ireland ambitions. Yet 

there is extant a single verse of a poem by Rechtgal ua Síadail, 

who appears to have been Donnchad’s contemporary, which runs 

as follows: ‘Donnchad through whom a fiery world seethes, may 

he who takes hostages and loves brave deeds protect me; the 

name of the son of Domnall, Donnchad, is as renowned as great-

blue Ireland.’471 While this is admittedly praise poetry, the 

equation of Donnchad with Ireland is surely significant. The idea 

that this equation with Ireland was considered one of the highest 

forms of praise for a king is reinforced by another of Rechtgal’s 

surviving verses, this time dedicated to Muirgius mac 

Tommaltaig, the king of Connacht, who is called ‘the dignity of 

all Ireland (ordan Érenn uile)’. The final extant verse of 

Rechtgal’s is dedicated to an otherwise unknown Óengus son of 

Domnall, calling him ‘the warlike king of the entire province of 

Ireland (Badbrí cúicid Hérend uile)’.472 This final example is to 

be found in a tract on metrical and stylistic faults in poetry, and is 

interestingly said to have been guilty of the fault of forbríg or 

exaggeration, as this Óengus – if the dedication is correct – was 

never in a position to annihilate completely ‘every king except 

the king of heaven’, as the poet claims. Nonetheless, it is evident 

that eighth-century kings were aware of the idea of a kingship of 

all-Ireland, and it is quite possible that at least some of them 

                                                 
470 AU, 795.1, 795.2, 796.6, pp 250–1; Charles-Edwards, The Chronicle of 
Ireland, p. 259 n. 1. 
471 ‘Donnchad dia-n-fich domun daigthech/ dom-[fh]oir gíallach glonnchar/ 
comairdírc fri hÉirinn n-ollguirm/ ainm maic Domnaill, Donnchad.’; Donncha 
Ó hAodha (ed. and trans.), ‘Rechtgal úa Síadail: a famous poet of the Old Irish 
period’, Smyth (ed.), Seanchas, pp 192–8; p. 192. 
472 Ó hAodha, ‘Rechtgal’, Smyth (ed.), Seanchas, pp 194–5; Ó hAodha would 
see this as a reference to the province of Ulster, which was frequently called 
‘cóiced Érenn’. However, the inclusion of the word ‘uile’ in this example 
would appear to suggest a larger territory is implied.  
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actively pursued this title, despite the lack of acclamations as 

such in AU for this period.   

 

Section 2: The Vikings in early ninth-century Ireland 

2.1: The first Viking raids 

The closing years of Donnchad’s reign also witnessed the first 

Viking raids on Britain and Ireland, and the sack of Lindisfarne 

in 793 – which was the first Viking attack against a major 

ecclesiastical settlement – is picturesquely described by the 

Anglo-Saxon Chronicle as follows: 

  

‘In this year terrible portents appeared over Northumbria, and 

miserably frightened the inhabitants: these were exceptional 

flashes of lightning, and fiery dragons were seen flying in the 

air… and a little after that in the same year on 8 January the 

harrying of the heathen miserably destroyed God’s church in 

Lindisfarne by rapine and slaughter.’473 

  

The advent of Viking raids and settlement was to play a 

crucial role in the development of Irish identity, and as such it 

has been thought necessary to provide here a focused analysis of 

their actions in Ireland in the first few decades of the Viking Age. 

Furthermore, though numerous raids were launched against 

Britain and the Continent in the aftermath of the attack on 

Lindisfarne, it appears that Ireland may have borne the brunt in 

these early years, with the first recorded raid there taking place 

two years later when Rechru – either Rathlin island off the coast 

of Antrim or Lambay island off the coast of Dublin – was 

attacked.474 Interestingly, under the year 796, the Annales 

                                                 
473 M.J. Swanton (ed. and trans.), The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle (London, 1996), 
s.a. 793, pp 54–7; the date is probably a mistake for the Ides of June, for 
which see ibid, p. 57 n. 15. 
474 AU, 795.3, pp 250–1; Downham has shown that the reference to an attack 
on Skye is illusory, for which see Clare Downham, ‘an Imaginary Viking raid 
on Skye in 795?’, Scottish Gaelic Studies 20 (2000), 192–6. 
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Cambriae record: ‘The first coming of the Gentiles among the 

southern Irish (Primus adventus Gentilium apud dextrales ad 

Hiberniam)’.475 This reference appears to correspond with AI, 

which laconically state: ‘The heathens in Ireland (Gennti i n-

hÉrind)’ under the same year.476 The fact that the entry states that 

this was the first attack on the ‘southern’ Irish implies that the 

southern regions of Ireland maintained a closer connection with 

the place where the Annales Cambriae were being written – at 

this stage thought to have been St David’s – than their northern 

counterparts, a reminder that we should not overlook the strong 

regional identities which also existed at this time.477 

Yet these Viking attacks were not limited to a single region of 

the island, and in the following years these raiders would range 

up and down the eastern and western shores of Ireland, 

plundering as they went. Their initial targets were for the most 

part isolated island-monasteries, including the great Columban 

establishment of Iona, but soon coastal kingdoms were being put 

under pressure across the country, from Ulaid in the north to 

Loch Léin in the south and from the Ciannachta in the east to 

Umall and Conmaicne in the west.478 However, these early raids 

                                                 
475 David Dumville (ed. and trans.), Annales Cambriae, A.D. 682–954: Texts 
A–C in Parallel (Cambridge, 2002), s.a. 795 pp 8–9; the word dextrales was 
idiosyncratically used by Irish and Welsh writers to mean south; for examples 
of this see Heist (ed.), ‘Vita Sancti Cainnechi, abbatis de Achad Bó Chainnich’, 
Idem (ed.), Vitae Sanctorum, pp 182–198, §41, p. 193; Heist, ‘Vita Prior 
Sancti Fintani seu Munnu’, §7, p. 200, §15, p. 202.  
476 AI, s.a. 796, pp 120–1. 
477 Kathleen Hughes, ‘The Welsh Latin chronicles: Annales Cambriae and 
related texts’, David Dumville (ed.), Celtic Britain in the early middle ages: 
Studies in Scottish and Welsh sources (Woodbridge, 1980), pp 67–85, pp 68–9 
[this paper was first published in Proceedings of the British Academy 59 
(1973), 233–58]; Dumville, Annales Cambriae, p. ix; in the Life of St David, 
which is admittedly of the eleventh century, David is connected with 
numerous Irish saints, all of whom were active in Munster or Leinster, for 
which see J. Wyn Evans, ‘David [St David, Dewi]’, ODNB vol. 15, pp 277–82. 
In addition, David is himself mentioned in two of the O’Donoghue Lives, 
those of Ailbe and Mo-Lua of Clonfertmulloe; William W. Heist (ed.), ‘Vita 
Sancti Albei, episcopi in Imlech’, pp 118–131, idem (ed.), Vitae Sanctorum, 
§21, p. 123; William W. Heist (ed.), ‘Vita Prior Sancti Lugidi seu Moluae, 
abbatis de Cluain Ferta Molua’, idem (ed.), Vitae Sanctorum, pp 131–145, §43, 
p. 140.  
478 AU, 811.6, 812.11, pp 266–9, 798.2, pp 252–3, 812.8, pp 268–9; Emer 
Purcell makes the interesting observation that early Viking raids might not 
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were not frequent occurrences. Years go by between recorded 

attacks, with as many as eight years separating them in one 

instance (813–821), though at the same time we should not 

assume that the annals present a complete record of raiding 

activity in this era.479 Nonetheless, we should be wary of 

telescoping events and creating the image of an unrelenting 

Viking onslaught, though admittedly they must have caused 

much terror and suffering to their unfortunate victims. However, 

beginning in the mid-820s there is a notable increase in the 

frequency of the raids recorded by the annals. Large Irish 

monasteries like Bangor, Downpatrick and Armagh are all 

recorded as being targeted for the first time, with Armagh being 

plundered three times in a single month.480 The sacking of such 

prestigious establishments possibly marks the start of a new 

phase, and attacks now begin to be recorded on an annual basis. 

This pattern continued into the 830s, and in 836 a group based at 

Inber Déé – which indicates that these were not simply ‘hit and 

run’ raiders – were able to plunder Kildare. In the same year a 

‘vastatio crudelissima’ was also inflicted on the entire province 

of Connacht, indicating that the size of these raiding parties was 

noticeably increasing.481  

Indeed, in the following year, 837, AU recorded:    

 

‘A naval force of the Norsemen (di Norddmannaib) sixty ships 

strong was on the Boyne, another one of sixty ships on the river 

Liffey. Those two forces plundered the plain of Life and the plain 

of Brega. The men of Brega routed the Gaill at Deoninne in 

Mugdorna Breg, and six score of the Norsemen fell. The Gennti 

                                                                                                           
have been the ‘hit and run’ attacks that they are often presumed to be, for 
which see Emer Purcell, ‘The first generation in Ireland, 795–812: Viking 
raids and Viking bases?’, Howard B. Clarke & Ruth Johnson (eds), The 
Vikings in Ireland and beyond, pp 41–54, pp 46–7. 
479 Colmán Etchingham, Viking raids on Irish church settlements in the ninth 
century: a reconsideration of the annals (Maynooth, 1996), pp 10–14. 
480 AU, 823.8, 824.2, 825.9, pp 280–3, 831.7, 832.1, pp 288–9. 
481 AU, 836.5, 836.7, 836.10, pp 294–5. 
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won a battle at Inber na mBárc against the Uí Néill from the 

Shannon to the sea, in which an uncounted number were 

slaughtered, though the principal kings escaped…Saxolb, toísech 

na nGall was killed by the Ciannacht.’482 

 

These extraordinary entries appear to be narrating a coherent 

sequence of massive Viking incursions, which focused on the 

richest and most densely populated areas of the Southern Uí Néill 

and of Leinster respectively. Evidently, the fleet based on the 

Boyne did not have things their own way and were forced to 

retreat to a place called Inber na mBárc (‘estuary of the ships’) 

after their defeat. O’Donovan located this in the vicinity of Bray, 

but a far more likely location is the mouth of the Boyne itself, 

traditionally known as Inber Colptha.483 It may have acquired this 

second name as a result of the presence of the Viking fleet there 

at the time, or it could have acquired it as a result of the extensive 

trading which appears to have been centred on this area.484 

Regardless, here, possibly defending their ships, the Vikings 

made their stand and were able to defeat the Southern Uí Néill, 

who had gathered from across their entire territory. This must 

have been quite a large battle judging from the number of 

participants involved, as well as the fact that the annals claim it 

ended in ‘uncounted slaughter’. 

However, Irish resistance against the Vikings does not appear 

to have been ended by this defeat, and in the final entry for 837 

the annalist records the death of Saxolb – who is the first Viking 

leader to be mentioned by name in Irish sources – at the hands of 

the Ciannachta, presumably killed while on a raiding 

expedition.485 His title, ‘toísech na nGall’, means he was clearly 

                                                 
482 AU, 837.3, 837.4, 837.9, pp 294–5. 
483 AFM, p. 455 note b. 
484 Charles-Edwards, ECI, p. 156, p. 551; Loveluck & O’Sullivan, ‘Travel, 
transport, and communication’, Flechner & Meeder (eds), The Irish in early 
medieval Europe, pp 23–4; for a reference to ships docking in Inber Colptha 
every June as a sign of a ruler’s prosperity, see Chapter III Section 4.3 below. 
485 Donncha[dh] Ó Corráin, Ireland before the Normans (Dublin, 1972), p. 92. 
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a leader in some capacity, though it is difficult to precisely 

interpret his role. Nonetheless, there is the possibility that these 

two fleets were part of the same expedition, and that Saxolb 

should be placed as leader over both of them. Certainly, the clear-

cut division of targets between the two forces and the 

synchronised timing of their attacks both hint at a degree of co-

operation between them. 

Four years later we find another simultaneous arrival of fleets, 

and both of these Viking forces established a longphort as their 

base of operations. One fortification was again at the mouth of 

the Liffey at Duiblinn, highlighting the popularity of this river as 

a highway for raiders. However, this time the second fleet was 

based at Linn Duachaill, at the mouth of the river Glyde on the 

northern boundary of Brega.486 It is possible that the arrival of 

these fleets represented a renewed attempt by the associates of 

Saxolb to establish themselves in eastern Ireland, abandoning the 

Boyne in favour of the more inconspicuous Glyde. There is of 

course also the possibility that these two expeditions were 

separate from each other, with their timing being merely 

coincidental, but their choice of targets again suggests a high 

degree of co-operation.487 For example, in 841, the Vikings based 

at Linn Duachaill plundered Tethba – roughly co-extensive with 

the modern county of Longford – while those of Duiblinn 

attacked the Laigin and Uí Néill. In the following year Birr and 

Saighir were plundered by the latter and Clonmacnoise was 

plundered by the former.488 The raiders based at Linn Duachaill 

were therefore attacking the northern midlands, while those of 

                                                 
486 Edel Bhreathnach, ‘The Airgíalla Charter Poem: The political context’, 
Bhreathnach (ed.), The kingship and landscape of Tara, pp 95–9, p. 97. 
Longphuirt appear to have been deliberately established on political 
boundaries; for a detailed discussion of this see Eamonn P. Kelly, ‘The 
longphort in Viking-age Ireland: the archaeological evidence’, Howard B. 
Clarke & Ruth Johnson (eds), The Vikings in Ireland and beyond, pp 55–92. 
487 Colmán Etchingham, ‘The Vikings at Annagassan: the evidence of the 
annals and the wider context’, Howard B. Clarke & Ruth Johnson (eds), The 
Vikings in Ireland and beyond, pp 117–128, p. 124. 
488 AU, 841.4, 842.6, 842.7, pp 298–301. 
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Duiblinn mostly focused their attention further south. Certainly, 

it seems like it was not just a coincidence which led to the 

concurrent establishment of bases on the Boyne and Liffey in 837 

and on the Glyde and Liffey in 841. 

Further evidence of co-operation between the latter two 

groups is provided by the evidence of intra-Viking conflict in the 

early 850s. When the Dubgaill attacked Dublin in 851, they also 

attacked Linn Duachaill in the same year, and on both occasions 

their opponents appear to have been the Finngaill, implying that 

Dublin and Linn Duachaill were both ruled by the same Viking 

group.489 This alliance could then be dated back at least as far as 

841, and could even be pushed back to 837, if the campaign of 

841 is seen as a renewed attempt by the associates of Saxolb to 

establish themselves in Ireland. 

The second Viking figure recorded in the annals was also a 

figure of some renown: the infamous Turgesius. In the twelfth-

century Munster propaganda tract known as Cogad Gaedel re 

Gallaib, Turgesius is described as assuming the sovereignty of 

the Gaill of Ireland and of the north of the island more generally, 

basing himself at Armagh, while his wife, Ota, was said to have 

desecrated the altar of Clonmacnoise. However, he was 

eventually taken prisoner by Máel Sechnaill and drowned in 

Lough Owel.490 Writing later in the century, Giraldus Cambrensis 

also mentions Turgesius, who has now been turned into the 

conqueror of all of Ireland and has been made a deputy of 

Gurmundus, a mythical figure who, coming from Africa, had 

conquered all of Britain and made himself king. This conquest – 

which Giraldus asserts was the only time Ireland was conquered 

before the coming of the English – was jeopardised following 

Gurmundus’s death, as the Irish now hatched a plot to kill 

Turgesius, who desired the daughter of ‘Omachlachelinus’, king 

                                                 
489 AU, 851.3, pp 310–11. 
490 Todd, CGG, §§9–14, pp 8–15. 
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of Meath.491 However, instead of sending fifteen beautiful 

maidens to Turgesius along with his daughter, as he had 

promised, Omachlachelinus actually sent fifteen clean-shaven 

nobles dressed in girls’ clothes, who killed the Viking and his 

companions ‘in the midst of embraces’.492 Clearly, Turgesius was 

able to capture the imagination of a later audience, who, as Ó 

Corráin puts it, ‘concocted a super-Viking’. Ó Corráin goes on to 

insist that the ‘only historical fact in this farrago is the capture 

and drowning of a Viking leader called Turgesius.’493 Certainly, 

the stories found in the twelfth-century sources appear to 

represent a body of legendary and apocryphal material that 

formed about him, but we may infer from the annals that 

Turgesius was more active than Ó Corráin believed. Indeed, prior 

to his capture, Turgesius may have led a Viking fleet on Lough 

Ree, if an interlinear gloss in AU is to be believed.494 This fleet 

was responsible for plundering Connacht and Mide, and burned 

many churches, including Clonmacnoise, Clonfert and Terryglass. 

This would then explain why Máel Sechnaill, based as he was in 

Mide, would have seen Turgesius as a threat that needed to be 

dealt with. It is a likely inference too that his fleet was 

responsible for numerous other depredations in the Shannon 

basin in the previous years, which included another attack on 

Clonfert.495 It may even be that Turgesius was also behind the 

capture of Forannán, abbot of Armagh, who was brought to the 

ships at Luimneach. This may then explain his association with 

Armagh and its abbot in the tale told in CGG, which could then 

                                                 
491 John O’Meara (ed. and trans.), The History and Topography of Ireland 
(first edition, Dundalk, 1951; revised edition, Portlaoise, 1982), §§111–5, pp 
118–21; here Giraldus appears to be confusing Máel Sechnaill with his 
descendants, the Uí Máelsechlainn, who claimed to rule the Irish midlands in 
his own time. O’Meara’s identification of this king with Murchad, Máel 
Sechnaill’s grandson, is incorrect; O’Meara, The History and Topography, p. 
136 n. 78. 
492 O’Meara, The History and Topography, §§111–5, pp 118–21. 
493 Ó Corráin, Ireland before the Normans, p. 92. 
494 AU, 845.3, pp 302–3; Turgesius’s leadership of this expedition is also 
asserted by CS, for which see CS, s.a. 845, pp 144–5. 
495 AU, 844.4, pp 302–3; CS, s.a. 844, pp 144–5. 
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represent an embellished and garbled version of his actual 

exploits.496 As Forannán reappears in the annals, it seems that he 

was ransomed, together with the halidoms of Patrick, and it may 

have been during these negotiations to secure his release that the 

Irish learned the name of his captor. Certainly, it was eminently 

possible for a fleet based on Lough Ree to have had a secondary 

base at the mouth of the Shannon, and Turgesius could very well 

have been behind this episode.497 

Judging by the prosperous well-populated areas in which they 

operated, it seems that both Saxolb and Turgesius had significant 

backing for their enterprises. Indeed, it may even have been the 

case that these two leaders had the support of kings in their native 

lands, mirroring Tomrair, described as the tánaise of the king of 

Laithlind at his death in battle in 848.498 Furthermore, as Tomrair 

appears to have been based at Dublin, this nascent settlement 

may have been established with the support of king of Laithlind, 

and if the construction of the longphort at Dublin in 841 was the 

work of the same group responsible for the massive raid of 837, 

as has been argued, then it is possible that Saxolb may have also 

been an agent of this particular king. Of course much of this is 

mere conjecture, but nonetheless it is clear that these large-scale 

Viking raids had a significant impact on Irish society at the time, 

not only through causing great destruction, but also by founding 

the island’s first towns, transforming its economic and political 

landscape.499   

 

                                                 
496 AU, 845.1, pp 302–3, 846.9, pp 304–5. 
497 Eamonn P. Kelly, ‘The longphort in Viking-age Ireland’, Howard B. 
Clarke & Ruth Johnson (eds), The Vikings in Ireland and beyond, pp 65–6.   
498 Mary Valante, The Vikings in Ireland: settlement, trade and urbanization 
(Dublin, 2008), p. 49, pp 63–4; for more on Tomrair, see Chapter III Section 
1.1 below. 
499 Additionally, we should not forget that there were also much smaller 
Viking bands operating across the island whose actions have only been faintly 
preserved by the extant sources, for which see Donnchadh Ó Corráin, ‘High-
kings, Vikings and other kings’, [review article of Alfred Smyth, Scandinavian 
kings in the British Isles (Oxford, 1978)], Irish Historical Studies 21 (March, 
1979), 283–323, 313. 
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Section 2.2: Viking activity elsewhere in Europe 

Interestingly, it appears that Viking attacks on Aquitaine also 

increased in intensity at the same time as attacks in Ireland 

became more frequent. Indeed, Hilbold, the abbot of Noirmoutier 

– an island situated in the Bay of Biscay near the mouth of the 

Loire – was forced to build a castrum in 830 to protect his 

community from Viking attacks.500 However, the attacks did not 

subside and in 836 the monks of St Philibert were forced to seek 

refuge elsewhere.501 That the western Loire region and Ireland 

came under increased pressure at the same time could merely be 

coincidence, but the fact that Ireland had close trade ties with this 

area for centuries suggests instead that at least some of these 

raids were connected to Viking activities in Ireland, and there are 

several pieces of evidence that support such a notion.502 

For example, The Annals of Angoulême describe the Vikings 

who sacked Nantes in 843 as Westfaldingi, which has been taken 

by most scholars to imply that these men were from Vestfold, 

near modern Oslo, an area with which Vikings active in Ireland 

may have been familiar.503 Moreover, a hoard of eleven 

Carolingian coins found at Mullaghboden in county Kildare in 

1871 contains coins which had been minted in the name of Pippin 

II of Aquitaine. As these coins were only minted for a brief 

                                                 
500 René Poupardin (ed.), Monuments de l’histoire des abbayes de Saint-
Philibert (Paris, 1905), p. xxvii. 
501 For an account of the wanderings of the familia of Philibert, see Poupardin 
(ed.), ‘De translationibus et miraculis sancti Filiberti’, idem (ed.), Monuments 
de l’histoire, pp 19–70.   
502 For more on the trading links between Ireland and Aquitaine see Edwards 
James, ‘Ireland and Western Gaul in the Merovingian period’, Dorothy 
Whitelock, Rosamond McKitterick & David Dumville (eds), Ireland in early 
medieval Europe: essays in memory of Kathleen Hughes (Cambridge, 1982), 
pp 362–386; Loveluck & O’Sullivan, ‘travel, transport and communication’, 
Flechner & Meeder (eds), The Irish in early medieval Europe, pp 24–7. 
Tochmarc Emire, a work of the eighth century, also contains a reference to an 
emissary of the king of the Gauls bringing wine from his homeland, for which 
see Kuno Meyer (ed. and trans.), ‘The oldest version of Tochmarc Emire’, 
Revue Celtique 11 (1890), 433–57, 442–3; Poupardin, ‘Vie et miracles de 
Saint Philibert par le moine Ermentaire’, idem (ed.), monuments de l’histoire, 
pp 1–18, §29, p. 17. 
503 Georg Heinrich Pertz (ed.), ‘Annales Engolismenses’, MGH Scriptores 16 
(Hannover, 1859), pp 485–7, p. 486; Nelson, ASB, p. 55 n. 2. 
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period and did not circulate widely outside of western France, 

Michael Dolley has argued that this hoard, which was deposited c. 

847, was probably linked with this ‘Westfalding’ activity around 

the Loire only a few years before.504 What is more, weapons have 

been uncovered during the excavations at Taillebourg in western 

France which probably date to the late ninth or tenth century and 

which may have been Hiberno-Norse in design, further testifying 

to the interest of Vikings based in Ireland in this region.505 

Evidence of the dual interest of the Vikings in both Ireland and 

Francia is also provided by the Annales Xantenses, another set of 

Continental annals which were written in what is now western 

Germany. The annals record under the year 870 that the Vikings, 

having devastated almost all of Ireland, returned and brought 

much suffering to the people of the ‘watery places’ (aquosa loca) 

of Francia and Gaul, which seems to suggest that Vikings based 

outside of Ireland also took an interest in the island’s wealth.506     

In the late 830s an upsurge in Viking activity was also 

recorded across the rest of Western Europe. In Francia for 

example, the Vikings took advantage of the dissensions between 

Louis the Pious and his sons to raid the thriving emporium of 

Dorestad annually between 834 and 837. These were the first 

recorded raids on the Continent since an isolated expedition of 

                                                 
504 R.H.M. [Michael] Dolley, ‘The 1871 Viking-Age find of silver coins from 
Mullaghboden as a reflection of Westfalding intervention in Ireland’, Særtrykk 
fra universitetets Oldsaksamlings Årbok (1960–1961), 49–62, 60–1, 56; for 
more on the historical context of Aquitaine at this time see Simon Coupland, 
‘The coinages of Pippin I and II of Aquitaine’, Revue Numismatique 31 (1989), 
194–222, 199–203. 
505 Loveluck & O’Sullivan, ‘Travel, transport and communication’, Flechner 
& Meeder (eds), The Irish in early medieval Europe, p. 32.  
506Bernhard von Simson (ed.), ‘Annales Xantenses’, idem (ed.), MGH, SS rer. 
Germ. 12: Annales Xantenses et Annales Vedastini, (Hannover & Leipzig, 
1909), pp 1–33, s.a. 871, p. 30; the full entry runs as follows: ‘Pagani quoque 
tunc totam pene Hiberniam vastantes cum spoliis multis sunt reversi et per 
aquosa loca Franciae atque Galliae humano generi multas miserias 
intulerunt’. Poul Holm sees this entry as a Frankish record of the expedition 
by the Dublin Vikings against northern Britain in 870–1 but the sentence 
appears to be implying a return to Francia after a raid on Ireland; Poul Holm, 
Holm, ‘The slave trade of Dublin, ninth to twelfth centuries’, Peritia 5 (1986), 
317–45, 321; for more on the Siege of Dumbarton, see Chapter III Section 2.1 
below.   
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thirteen ships in 820.507 These raids were to increase in intensity 

after Louis’s death and in the following years Quentovic, Rouen, 

Nantes and Paris were plundered. The Vikings also overwintered 

for the first time in Francia in 843 at Noirmoutier, at roughly the 

same time as such overwinterings became common in Ireland.508 

In England too there was a spike in reported raiding in the 830s. 

In 835 Sheppey was attacked, and in the following year King 

Ecgberht of Wessex was defeated at Carhampton by a fleet of 

twenty-five ships, a salutary reminder of the scale of the threat 

faced by the Irish in 837, when they had to contend with a 

combined fleet of one-hundred-and-twenty. In 838 the Vikings 

made an alliance with the Britons of Cornwall, but they were 

defeated by Ecgberht at Hingston Down. Attacks against the 

southern coast continued over the following years, with the 

Vikings’ first overwintering recorded on Thanet in 850.509 We 

know little of the Viking impact on what is now Scotland during 

this period due to a paucity of evidence, but the annals do record 

a victory for the Vikings over the men of Fortriu in 839, in which 

fell Eóganán their king ‘and almost countless others’.510 

Therefore, what was happening in Ireland should not be viewed 

in isolation from the rest of Europe and should be placed in its 

proper context. Nonetheless, the scale of the attacks on Ireland at 

this early stage does appear to have been exceptional, and a 

noticeable increase in raiding occurs from the mid-820s, a full 

decade before similar trends can be observed in England and 

most of Francia. 

                                                 
507 For an overview of Viking raids on the Continent during the reign of Louis 
the Pious, see Else Roesdahl, The Vikings, translated by Susan M. Margeson 
and Kirsten Williams (first edition, London, 1991; second edition, London, 
1998; originally published in Danish as Vikingernes verden, Copenhagen, 
1987), pp 196–7. 
508 For an outline of the impact of raiding on Francia after Louis’s death, see 
Janet L. Nelson, ‘The Frankish Empire’, Peter Sawyer (ed.), The Oxford 
illustrated history of the Vikings (Oxford, 1997), pp 19–47, pp 25–6, pp 30–2 
509 For the impact on England see Simon Keynes, ‘The Vikings in England, 
c.790–1016’, Sawyer (ed.), The Oxford illustrated history of the Vikings, pp 
48–82, p. 52. 
510 AU, 839.9, pp 298–9. 
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Section 2.3: The Vikings in early ninth-century Ireland: 

conclusion 

Yet, despite this, Irish kings appear to have dealt quite effectively 

with these new adversaries. Indeed, both Saxolb and Turgesius – 

who appear to have led very large raiding parties – were killed 

soon after appearing in our sources. Admittedly, this must not 

have provided much solace to the great monasteries, which were 

frequently plundered in these years with little reaction from the 

major kings. Indeed, Feidlimid mac Crimthainn, the king of 

Munster, was also a notorious burner of church lands.511 But 

when the kings themselves were threatened, retribution appears 

to have been swift, and the fact that the Southern Uí Néill who 

were defeated at Inber na mBárc were gathered from across the 

breadth of their territory suggests that they saw these new arrivals 

as a threat that needed to be snuffed out. However, that does not 

mean that the idea of co-operation between the two groups was 

off the table. In the Vita Findani for example, written at the 

Continental monastery of Rheinau in the late ninth century, the 

protagonist, Fintan, is captured during a banquet near the 

seashore by a band of Vikings, with the tacit agreement of his 

hosts, a rival faction within the provincial politics of Leinster.512 

In 842, the annals record the killing of the abbot of Linn 

Duachaill – where a longphort had been built the year before – 

by a combination of Gaill and Goídil.513 Additionally, the ‘sons 

of death’ who were defeated by Máel Sechnaill in 847 and who 

had been plundering the land ‘in the manner of heathens’ may 

also have been co-operating with the Vikings, or at least imitating 

                                                 
511 See, for example, AU, 833.7, pp 290–1; for more on the career of Feidlimid 
see Chapter II Section 3 below.  
512 Oswald Holder-Egger (ed.), ‘Vita Findani’, idem (ed.), MGH, Scriptores 
15/1: Supplementum tomorum I-XII, pars III. Supplementum tomi XIII 
(Hannover, 1887), pp 502-506; translated by Reidar Thorolf Christiansen, ‘the 
people of the north’, Lochlann: a review of Celtic Studies 2 (1962), 155–64; 
for a fuller discussion of this source see Chapter III Section 4.2 below. 
513 AU, 842.10, pp 300–1. 
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them.514 Therefore, we should be mindful before we paint the two 

sides as inveterate enemies. However, the very emergence of this 

new, culturally different group appears to have led to a 

heightened sense of solidarity amongst the majority of the 

island’s inhabitants, and appears to have given the pursuit of the 

kingship of Ireland a newfound sense of purpose, as seen most 

clearly in the careers of late ninth- and early tenth-century kings 

like Máel Sechnaill and Níall Glúndub.515  

 

Section 3: Irish kings and Irish identity part II: 797–847   

3.1: Áed Oirnide 

However, these developments still lay in the future when 

Donnchad died in 797. That same year, Áed son of Níall Frosach 

of the Northern Uí Néill marched to the midlands and fought a 

battle at Druim Ríg, in which two of Donnchad’s brothers were 

slain. According to Charles-Edwards, this ridge may have been 

located on the south side of the symbolically important site of 

Tailtiu, and thus would appear to indicate that Áed was 

attempting to establish himself as the new king of Tara, a claim 

he staked further by devastating the Clann Cholmáin heartland of 

Mide in the same year, after which the annals record ‘the 

beginning of his [Áed’s] reign.’516 

Over the course of the next few years, Áed’s actions go 

unnoticed by the annalists, though they do record an increase in 

internecine violence in the Southern Uí Néill kingdoms, at least 

                                                 
514 ‘Toghal Innsi Locha Muinnremair la Máel Sechnaill for fianlach mar di 
maccaib báis Luigne 7 Galeng ro batar oc indriud na túath more Gentilium.’; 
AU, 847.3, pp 306–7; Richard Sharpe believes that this may be a reference to 
an ancient Indo-European practice, for which see Richard Sharpe, ‘Hiberno-
Latin Laicus, Irish Láech and the Devil’s Men’, Ériu 30 (1979), 75–92; 
however, it seems more likely that the Gentiles in question were the Vikings. 
For a discussion of the translation of the ambiguous term more, see Emer 
Purcell, ‘Ninth-century Viking entries in the Irish Annals: ‘no ‘forty years’ 
rest’, John Sheehan & Donnchadh Ó Corráin (eds), The Viking Age: Ireland 
and the west. Papers from the proceedings of the Fifteenth Viking Congress, 
Cork, 18–27 August 2005 (Dublin, 2010), pp 322–37; pp 326–7.    
515 For more on these kings see Chapter III Sections 1 & 2 below. 
516 AU, 797.3, 797.5, pp 252–3; Charles-Edwards, The Chronicle of Ireland, p. 
259 n. 3.     
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some of which linked to the fight between Donnchad’s sons to 

succeed their father.517 However, Áed only intervened in these 

struggles following the death of Muiredach son of Domnall, who 

is accorded the title ‘king of Mide’ at his obit in AU, and ‘King of 

Uí Néill’ in AI, which indicates that he may have been Áed’s 

deputy-king in the midlands.518 If this was the case, Áed clearly 

felt that Muiredach had been able to keep his brothers in line, 

despite their occasional skirmishing. Following Muiredach’s 

death though, Áed wasted no time in reasserting his dominance 

over his Southern Uí Néill rivals, and divided Mide between 

Ailill and Conchobor, two more sons of Donnchad.519 This entry 

is significant as it marks the first recorded instance of an 

overking dividing the territory of another between two rival 

claimants.520 Clearly, Áed thought that by splitting Clann 

Cholmáin into competing factions, he would be in a much 

stronger position as king of Tara. However, this situation was not 

to last and the following year Ailill was slain and Conchobor 

victorious at the battle of Ruba Conaill, reuniting the province.521 

In 804, Áed turned his attention to the Laigin, whom he 

devastated twice in one month, and it was possibly in the 

aftermath of these raids that a ‘Congressio Senadorum’ was held 

at Dún Cuair, which if O’Donovan’s identification is correct, lay 

very near to the border with Leinster.522 Presiding at this meeting 

was the abbot of Armagh, and AU also records that it was at this 

meeting that Áed freed the clerics of Ireland from the burden of 

going on expeditions and hostings. However, this assertion is 

                                                 
517 See, for example, AU, 799.3, 799.5, pp 254–5; an otherwise unknown 
Murchad son of Domnall was victorious in a battle in Tethba in this year 
according to AU, but in AFM his name is correctly given as Muiredach, a 
known son of Domnall Midi, meaning this battle may have also been linked to 
the succession struggle, for which see AU, 799.2, pp 254–5; AFM, s.a. 794 
[rectè 799], pp 402–3.  
518 AU, 802.1, pp 256–7; AI, s.a. 802, pp 120–1; Charles-Edwards, The 
Chronicle of Ireland, p. 263 n. 1. 
519 AU, 802.2, pp 256–7. 
520 Byrne, IKHK, p. 160. 
521 AU, 803.5, pp 258–9. 
522 AU, 804.5,804.7, pp 258–9; AFM, p. 408 note d. 



 152 

contained within a later, marginal entry, and cannot be 

considered evidence of Áed acting in an all-Ireland capacity, 

though it may have been at this synod that he was ‘ordained’, as 

discussed elsewhere.523 The annals also record under the same 

year that Áed took the hostages of the Laigin, which perhaps was 

a separate event to the two vastationes mentioned earlier.524 

Nonetheless, Áed was still unhappy with his control over the 

southern province and in the next year he was again at Dún Cuair, 

dividing Leinster between Muiredach son of Ruaidrí and 

Muiredach son of Bran. This, in effect, represented the overthrow 

of Fínnsnechta – the incumbent king who was a member of the 

Uí Dúnchada branch of the Uí Dúnlainge ruling dynasty – and his 

replacement with representatives of the the Uí Fáeláin and Uí 

Muiredaig branches respectively. Again, Áed endeavoured to 

divide and rule his opponents and showed his cunning by trying 

to set factions of the same dynasty against each other.525 Again, 

however, Áed’s innovatory intervention was short-lived, as in the 

following year the annals state simply that Fínnsnechta assumed 

his kingship, clearly a reference to him regaining the kingship of 

Leinster.526 

Despite these setbacks, Áed promulgated the Law of Patrick 

in the very same year.527 However, though the geographical area 

over which it was enforced goes unrecorded, it seems quite clear 

that Áed was not in a position to impose this law over the entire 

island, and instead its promulgation seems to have been limited 

solely to the Uí Néill.528 Yet even within these more restricted 

confines Áed’s power did not go unchallenged. In 808 Muirgius, 

king of Connacht, acting in alliance with Conchobor, king of 

Mide, marched with his army to Tír in Óenaig – which 

                                                 
523 AU, 804.8, pp 258–9; see Chapter II Section 4.4 below. 
524 AU, 804.10, pp 260–1. 
525 AU, 805.7, pp 260–1; all three shared a common great-grandfather and 
were thus part of the same derbḟine, for which see Byrne, IKHK, p. 160, p. 289. 
526 AU, 806.4, pp 261–2. 
527 AU, 806.5, pp 262–3. 
528 See below. 
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O’Donovan identified with the land around Tailtiu – and made 

camp in this politically sensitive area. However, when Áed 

marched to oppose them they hastened away, ‘and their flight 

was likened to that of goats and kids.’529 

In the same year, according to AI, Áed sought once more to 

extend his influence over the Laigin – a move probably linked to 

the death of Fínnsnechta – but he was defeated in a battle at the 

Liffey. As Byrne notes, the fact that the foray ended in defeat 

may be the reason why this incident goes unmentioned 

elsewhere.530 Yet this was not Áed’s only hosting that year. AU 

records his ‘invasion (indred)’ of Ulaid in response to the killing 

of Dúnchú, princeps of Telach Léis, beside the shrine of Patrick. 

That Áed was willing to take such a step to avenge the 

profanation of Patrick’s shrine clearly speaks to his close alliance 

with Armagh at this time.531  

However, the king did not have such friendly relations with 

other major churches. In 811 for example, the community of 

Tallaght prevented the fair of Tailtiu from being held, due to the 

violation of the termonn of the monastery by the Uí Néill, a 

situation Áed sought to rectify by showering the monastic familia 

with gifts.532 Moreover, in 817 the annals even record the coming 

of the Columban familia to Tara in order to excommunicate Áed. 

This remarkable incident has been presumed by scholars to have 

been in retaliation for the killing of Máel Dúin, princeps of 

Raphoe, whose death is recorded immediately before this 

entry.533 Intriguingly this killing has also been interpreted by both 

Byrne and Herbert as an act of vengeance for the death of 

                                                 
529 AU, 808.4, pp 262–3; AFM, p. 414 note y. 
530 AI, s.a. 808, pp 122–3; Byrne, IKHK, p. 161; AU, 808.6, pp 264–5; as 
Fínnsnechta’s death is recorded in Kildare, it may have been that he retired 
from his kingship relatively soon after regaining it. 
531 AU, 809.3, 809.7, pp 264–5; Charles-Edwards, The Chronicle of Ireland, 
809.3, p. 269. 
532 AU, 811.2, p 266–7; for an explanation of termonn see Etchingham, 
Church organisation, p. 158. 
533 AU, 817.7, 817.8, pp 272–3; Charles-Edwards, The Chronicle of Ireland, p. 
276 n. 3; Byrne, IKHK, p. 162; Herbert, Iona, Kells and Derry, p. 71. 
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Colmán, Áed’s brother, who had been killed by the Cenél Conaill 

two years earlier and in the aftermath of which Áed had led a 

hosting against his northern rivals.534 

The final years of Áed’s reign also saw him renew his 

longstanding interest in the affairs of Leinster, which appears to 

have been sparked by the death of Muiredach son of Bran, who is 

given the title ‘lethrí Laigin’ at his obit. He was one of the two 

kings of Leinster appointed by Áed in 805, and he may have been 

able to regain power following Fínnsnechta’s death.535 Áed once 

more marched to Dún Cuair and again divided Leinster in two, 

this time between two grandsons of Bran. In the same year he 

also appears to have caused the flight of the abbot of Louth, who 

settled in Munster – possibly at Lismore – with the shrine of 

Mochta his patron.536 The next year, 819, Áed was active once 

more in these same two areas, as AU record the devastation of the 

Laigin by him as far as Glendalough and also record his death at 

Áth dá Ferta in Mag Conaille, presumably while on a hosting, 

and he thus seems to have been trying to strengthen his hold on 

the borderlands to the north and south of Brega when he died.537 

At his obit in AU and CS he is not accorded a title, though AI call 

him ‘king of Tara’, which probably reflects contemporary 

opinion, even if the Munster annals erroneously place his death in 

Alba.538 Additionally, in a ninth-century manuscript from 

Reichenau, Áed is acclaimed at his obit as rex Hiberniae, though 

this source shall be dealt with at a later stage.539  

Throughout his reign Áed appears to have been a king who 

was willing to try innovative solutions to his political problems, 

                                                 
534 AU, 815.5, pp 270–1; Charles-Edwards, The Chronicle of Ireland, p. 274 n. 
2; Áed’s frosty relations with the Columban familia are especially interesting 
considering his possible role in granting the land of Kells to Iona, for which 
see Herbert, Iona, Kells and Derry, pp 68–71; Charles-Edwards, ‘The rise and 
fall of Dynasties’, p. 404.  
535 AU, 818.1, pp 274–5. 
536 AU, 818.4, 818.6, pp 274–5; AI, s.a. 818, pp 124–5. 
537 AU, 819.1, 819.2, pp 274–5; CS, s.a. 819, pp 130–1. 
538 AI, s.a. 819, pp 124–5. 
539 See Chapter II Section 4.4 below. 
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such as the partitioning of neighbouring powers in order to 

increase his influence, and he appears to have actively cultivated 

close ties with Armagh. Yet, the level of control he exercised was 

limited. As already mentioned, his interventions in Leinster and 

Mide for the most part did not create any lasting solutions. This 

can be seen most clearly in the case of the two Muiredachs in 

Leinster, who, though they owed their initial rise to power to Áed, 

seem to have subsequently sought to distance themselves from 

his rule, and these actions may well have led to Áed’s failed 

expedition in 808. Moreover, his control over Leth Chuinn did 

not go unchallenged, as can be seen by the joint expedition of 

Muirgius and Conchobor to Tailtiu. Additionally, the cánai that 

he promulgated do not appear to have been enforced across the 

entire island, and were instead limited to Leth Chuinn, or even 

more narrowly over the Uí Néill, as was the case with Lex Darii 

in 813. The promulgation of Lex Patricii by Áed in 806 also 

appears to have applied solely to the Uí Néill, as four years later 

Patrick’s Law, as well as his armarium, were brought to 

Connacht by Nuadu, abbot of Armagh, in what appears to have 

been an expansion of the law’s original remit.540 Of course, this 

could also represent a renewal of the earlier law, as several 

abbots of Armagh had died in this short period, but the fact that it 

does not appear to have been renewed amongst the Uí Néill 

seems to tell against this.541 There is also the possibility that this 

ecclesiastical submission was reinforcing an unrecorded political 

submission the Connachtmen had made to Áed following their 

disastrous alliance with Conchobor, but it seems more likely that 

the Connachta received this law of their own accord, without any 

interference from Áed. 

Moreover, the fact that Lex Darii was promulgated in 

Connacht before it was promulgated amongst the Uí Néill seems 

                                                 
540 AU, 813.8, pp 268–9; AU, 811.1, pp 266–7. 
541 Three obits for abbots of Armagh are recorded in the brief period between 
the two promulgations, for which see AU, 807.1, 808.1, 809.1, pp 262–5. 
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to support the notion that the western kingdom was pursuing a 

separate ecclesiastical policy to Áed, indicating a certain degree 

of independence from his rule.542 In addition, Lex Darii had been 

initially promulgated in Munster, an area in which Áed does not 

appear to have been active at all, and the fact that this law 

appears to have been adopted by the Uí Néill only after it had 

been taken up elsewhere is hardly an indication of Áed’s 

widespread influence.543 Admittedly, this late adoption may have 

been because the law was associated with saints local to both 

Connacht and Munster, and it has been argued that its 

promulgation by the Uí Néill should be taken as a provincial cáin 

of the Uí Néill, rather than an edict of the king of Tara.544 

Nonetheless, there is little evidence that Áed operated at an all-

Ireland level or was seen as king of Ireland by his contemporaries, 

despite the assertion of the Reichenau manuscript.545 

 

Section 3.2: Conchobor of Mide and Feidlimid mac 

Crimthainn 

Following Áed’s death, there was a renewed outbreak of violence 

between Cenél nEógain and Cenél Conaill, in which Murchad, 

son of Máel Dúin was victorious.546 Having secured his authority 

over the Northern Uí Néill, the new king of Cenél nEógain 

marched south to Druim ind Eich – which has been identified 

with Drumnigh in modern county Dublin – and Conchobor of 

Mide with the Southern Uí Néill and the Leinstermen marched 

northwards to confront him. However, the annals state that ‘God 

by his great power separated them’, and they do not appear to 

                                                 
542 AU, 812.13, pp 268–9. 
543 AI, s.a. 810, pp 122–3. 
544 Pádraig Ó Riain, ‘A misunderstood annal: a hitherto unnoticed cáin’, 
Celtica 21 (1990), 561–6.  
545 Charles-Edwards believes that the subsidence of Viking attacks between 
813 and 821 was due to this being the period of ‘Áed Oirnide’s greatest power 
as king of Tara, Charles-Edwards, ECI, p. 588. However, the Vikings suffered 
numerous setbacks in the years 811–13 in areas mostly outside of his direct 
overlordship, and Áed himself is never recorded taking any action against 
them, making this supposition doubtful.  
546 AU, 819.3, pp 276–7. 
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have come to blows.547 In the same year important developments 

were also taking place in Munster, and Feidlimid mac Crimthainn 

is recorded as taking the kingship of Cashel, perhaps directly 

replacing Artrí mac Cathail, who died the following year.548 

In 821 Conchobor, clearly intent on striking a blow against 

his northern rival, devastated ind Airthir as far as Emain Macha. 

The following year, Murchad responded by leading an expedition 

of the men of the North as far as Ardbraccan in Brega, where Síl 

nÁedo Sláine, led by Diarmait, the king of southern Brega, 

submitted to him. This was a grave threat to Conchobor’s 

authority, and he responded by invading Brega, eventually 

forcing Diarmait and his Uí Chernaig dynasty to submit.549 This 

conflict between the two sides though was finally brought to an 

end by the sudden deposition of Murchad by Áed Oirnide’s son 

Níall Caille in 823, and the death of Níall son of Diarmait as 

‘king of Mide’ in 826 implies that Conchobor was by this stage 

ruling as king of Tara, with Níall as his deputy-king.550 

Yet Conchobor was not totally secure in his new kingship, 

and in 827 there was a disturbance at the Fair of Tailtiu between 

his supporters and the Gailenga, though Conchobor appears to 

have been victorious.551 He also met Feidlimid at a rígdál at Birr, 

on the border between their two respective kingdoms. Byrne has 

argued that the two kings may have negotiated an alliance, as 

‘both kings may well have been disturbed by Artrí’s failure to 

win the abbacy of Armagh.’552 This is a reference to the 

‘dishonouring’ of Eógan – who appears to have been the 

recognised abbot of Armagh – by Cumuscach, king of the 

Airgíalla, and Artrí son of Conchobor, who had earlier brought 

                                                 
547 AU, 820.2, pp 276–7; Hogan, Onomasticon, p. 365; O’Flynn, The 
organisation and operation, p. 201.  
548 AI, s.a. 820, 821, pp 124–5; See Chapter II Section 4.4 below. 
549 AU, 821.5, 822.3, pp 276–9. 
550 AU, 823.7, pp 278–9; AU, 826.2, pp 282–3; O’Flynn, The organisation and 
operation, p. 202. 
551 AU, 827.5, pp 284–5; Paul Byrne, Certain Southern Uí Néill kingdoms, pp 
49–50; O’Flynn, The organisation and operation, pp 276–7.  
552 AU, 827.10, pp 284–5; Byrne, IKHK, p. 221. 



 158 

the Law of Patrick to Connacht and Munster and who seems to 

have been attempting some sort of coup.553 This dishonouring, 

according to a later addition to CS, was avenged by Níall Caille 

in a battle in which the Airgíalla and the Ulaid were defeated and 

Cumuscach slain. This battle is also recorded in AU, though the 

two are not directly linked.554 Nonetheless, the idea that Níall 

fought this battle to avenge Eógan is inherently plausible, as is 

Byrne’s suggestion that the Armagh affair was discussed at Birr. 

Yet the idea that Conchobor and Feidlimid formed an alliance is 

difficult to sustain, as can be seen in their respective relations 

with Connacht. 

For example, though the annals record a victory for the men 

of Mide over the men of Connacht in 829, the very next year they 

state that Feidlimid ‘smashed’ the southern Uí Briúin. 

Furthermore, the annals also record the killing of Folloman, 

Conchobor’s brother, by the Munstermen in 830, and intriguingly 

AI links these two events together, claiming that Feidlimid 

inflicted a defeat on an alliance of the Connachta and the Uí Néill 

in which Folloman was killed.555 The reference to the burning of 

Fore by Feidlimid in the same year should also be linked with 

this campaign, as AClon states that this place was in Delbna, 

which Charles-Edwards has identified with Delbna Bethra on the 

east bank of the Shannon in Mide, the area in which 

Clonmacnoise was situated.556 

This threat to a church-site with close links to both the Clann 

Cholmáin and the Connachta may then explain why the two are 

                                                 
553 AU, 827.2, pp 284–5; 818.5, pp 274–5, 823.5, pp 278–9; Annette Kehnel 
believes that Artrí’s father may in fact have been the king of Tara, for which 
see Annette Kehnel, Clonmacnois – the church and lands of St Ciarán: 
Change and continuity in an Irish monastic foundation (6th to 16th century) 
(Münster, 1997), p. 109; Herbert, Iona, Kells and Derry, p. 72. Intriguingly, 
Kelleher also argues that Artrí’s mother may in fact have been Níall Caille’s 
sister, for which see John V. Kelleher, ‘The Táin and the annals’, Ériu 22 
(1971), 107–27, 124. 
554 CS, s.a. 827, pp 134–7; AU, 827.2, 827.4, pp 284–5. 
555 AU, 829.4, 830.5, 830.6, pp 286–7; AI, s.a. 830, pp 126–7. 
556 AClon, s.a. 827 [830], p. 132; Charles-Edwards, The Chronicle of Irelamd, 
p. 287 n. 4. 
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found in alliance against Feidlimid so soon after their own 

conflict, though it is more likely that Conchobor had assumed 

overlordship over the Connachtmen following his victory the 

previous year.557 Indeed, Conchobor’s growing influence on his 

northern border would surely have been a cause of concern for 

Feidlimid, and it appears quite clear that his expedition was an 

attempt to counter this emerging threat. His burning of Fore 

would then have formed an eastern extension of his campaign of 

devastation in southern Connacht and was intended as a warning 

to his Southern Uí Néill rivals, proof of the hostility between 

Tara and Cashel at this time. 

In addition to his conflict with Munster, Conchobor was still 

troubled by events at Óenach Tailtenn, and in 831 many died as a 

result of a disturbance which broke out around the shrine of 

MacCuilinn and the relics of Patrick. Though it is unclear if this 

disturbance was politically motivated, it is at least a possibility 

that it was connected to unrest around Conchobor’s decision to 

take the community of Eógan Mainistrech – who is described in 

AU as the abbot of Armagh – prisoner and confiscate his horses, 

a move probably intended to bolster the position of Artrí, who 

was still campaigning to be recognised as Patrick’s heir.558 

In the same year Feidlimid once again challenged 

Conchobor’s authority by leading a host of Munstermen as well 

as Leinstermen ‘to plunder the men of Brega’, and it was 

presumably in retaliation for this that Conchobor plundered the 

Liffey plain.559 Yet, despite this act of defiance, Conchobor still 

appears to have been under heavy pressure from Feidlimid, as 

shown the following year when CS recorded the plundering of 

                                                 
557 For evidence of the close relationship between Clonmacnoise and the kings 
of Connacht at this time, see Kehnel, Clonmacnois – the church and lands of 
St Ciarán, pp 94–8; Byrne, IKHK, p. 252; AU, 814.6, 814.11, pp 268–71; for 
the close links between Clann Cholmáin and Clonmacnoise, see Chapter II 
Section 4.2 below.   
558 AU, 831.5, 831.8, pp 286–9; it is possible that this records a crush or 
stampede which developed around the relics rather than a premeditated attack. 
559 AU, 831.9, 831.10, pp 288–9. 
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Delbna Bethra three times in the same year by the Munster king, 

and this time he is explicitly said to have targeted Clonmacnoise 

– one of Clann Cholmáin’s favoured churches – by burning its 

termonn.560 Conchobor died the following year in 833, and at his 

obit he is recognised as king of Tara in AU, CS and AI. Clearly he 

was still respected, despite the travails of his reign and his 

increasing helplessness in the face of an aggressive Munster.561 

 

Section 3.3: Feidlimid and Níall Caille 

Following Conchobor’s death, Feidlimid increased his attacks on 

the churches of the Southern Uí Néill and again burned the 

termonn of Clonmacnoise – this time as far as the door of the 

church – and killed members of its community, doing the same to 

the Columban foundation at Durrow.562 Meanwhile, Níall Caille, 

who had succeeded Conchobor as king of Tara, took to the field 

successfully against the Vikings at Derry, becoming the first king 

of Tara recorded fighting against them.563 In 834 Eógan 

Mainistrech’s death is recorded, and as well as being acclaimed 

abbot of Armagh he was also acknowledged as abbot of Clonard. 

Charles-Edwards suggests that the concentration of two powerful 

abbacies in the hands of one man may have represented ‘a 

temporary unification of the synods of the Northern and Southern 

Uí Néill after the accession of Níall Caille as king of Tara and in 

the face of Feidlimid’s attacks on the midlands.’564 This is an 

intriguing suggestion, and could perhaps hint at a growing sense 

of Uí Néill solidarity in the face of the threat from Munster, as 

well as, perhaps, the danger posed by the Vikings. 

However, if this was the case, the relationship between the 

two did not remain peaceful for long, as in 835 Níall led an army 

into Mide and plundered as far as Tech Maíl Chonóc, which if 
                                                 
560 CS, s.a. 832, pp 138–9.  
561 AU, 833.1, pp 288–9; CS, s.a. 832 [833], pp 138–9; AI, s.a. 833, pp 126–7. 
562 AU, 833.7, pp 290–1. 
563 AU, 833.4, pp 288–9. 
564 AU, 834.2, pp 290–1; Charles-Edwards, The Chronicle of Ireland, p. 291 n. 
3. 
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AFM is to be believed should be placed in the kingdom of the 

hapless Delbna Bethra.565 In the same year, Níall’s son Cináed 

was killed by the Ulaid, and and his subordinate Fergus, king of 

Carraic Brachaide, was slain by the Munstermen. Charles-

Edwards has suggested that the former may have been slain while 

on the circuit of an overking over subordinate peoples, while the 

latter – whose kingdom has been placed by O’Donovan in the 

northwest of Inishowen – was probably killed on Níall’s 

expedition to Mide, where the Munstermen had been repeatedly 

interfering.566 In the same year Níall was also active in Leinster, 

appointing Bran son of Fáelán of the Uí Dúnchada as its king.567 

Evidently, Níall was attempting to assert his authority across 

much of the island in these early years of his reign, and by 

continuing his father’s policy of interference in Leinster affairs 

he may have intended to strike a blow against Feidlimid, who had 

been able to muster support from the province only four years 

previously. As for Feidlimid himself, AFM record a defeat 

suffered by him in Mag nAí at the hands of Cathal, king of Uí 

Maine. This attack into the heart of Connacht was probably an 

attempt to avenge the treatment of Flann son of Flaithbertach, 

who appears to have been the secnap or vice-abbot of 

Clonmacnoise and who had been thrown into the Shannon and 

drowned by Cathal.568 Flann is probably the same Munster vice-

abbot whom CS records taking office in 827, the very first 

Munsterman to have held this position.569 This is probably to be 

interpreted as a bid by Feidlimid to increase his authority in a 

                                                 
565 AU, 835.3, pp 292–3; AFM, s.a. 834 [835], pp 450–1. 
566 AU, 835.2, 835.8, pp 292–3; Charles-Edwards, The Chronicle of Ireland, p. 
292 n. 3; AFM, p. 450 note e; Byrne, IKHK, p. 223.   
567 AU, 835.1, pp 292–3; Byrne, IKHK, p. 289; for a discussion on the wording 
of this entry see Donnchadh Ó Corráin, ‘King-making in Leinster in 835’, 
Peritia 14 (2000), 431. 
568 AFM, s.a. 834, pp 450–1; the same events are narrated by CS under the 
year 823, but this is clearly the wrong date, as Hennessy himself pointed out’ 
CS, s.a. 823, pp 132–3, n. 1. As AFM’s chronology appears to be one year out 
of date at this point, Charles-Edwards lists these entries under 835, for which 
see Charles-Edwards, The Chronicle of Ireland, 835.14, 835.15, p. 293.  
569 CS, s.a. 827, pp 136–7. 
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monastery that had traditionally been closely allied to his rivals 

in Connacht and Mide. The location of the battle in Mag nAí, the 

heartland of the Uí Briúin, is unusual for a conflict between 

Munster and the Uí Maine, based as they were in what is now 

eastern Galway, and perhaps this hints at the power wielded by 

Cathal at this time, if he was able to operate in the historic 

heartland of the Connacht kingship without opposition. 

Regardless of this setback however, Feidlimid continued to 

extend his power over other ecclesiastical establishments. In 836, 

the annals record the death of the princeps of Corcach Mór in 

Cashel ‘without communion’, and under the same year, AI note 

the entry of Feidlimid into the abbacy of Corcach.570 Evidently, 

Feidlimid forcibly deposed this cleric and took his place as head 

of one of the most prominent monasteries in Munster. In the 

same year, Feidlimid was also said to have seized the oratory of 

Kildare from Forannán the abbot of Armagh and Patrick’s 

congregation, apparently imprisoning them.571 The context for 

this extraordinary entry is unclear, but it is probably linked to the 

change of abbots recorded the previous year, with Forannán 

replacing Diarmait.572 Indeed, the existence of two separate 

factions in Armagh, one supporting each candidate, is attested by 

the fact that in the same year that Forannán was imprisoned, 

Diarmait went to the Connachta with Patrick’s Law and his 

insignia.573 Clearly, not everyone favoured his deposition, and 

Feidlimid appears to have favoured returning Diarmait to the 

abbot’s chair. 

In 837, Feidlimid once more tried to assert himself over the 

Connachtmen, harrying the Uí Maine, whom he seems to have 

been trying to bring under his sway. However, he was defeated in 

the same year by Cathal son of Muirgius of the Uí Briúin, whose 

                                                 
570 AU, 836.1, pp 292–3; AI, s.a. 836, pp 128–9. 
571 AU, 836.3, pp 292–3; CS, s.a. 836, pp 140–1. 
572 AU, 835.6, pp 292–3. 
573 AU, 836.5, pp 294–5. 
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death is recorded soon after.574 The following year, against the 

backdrop of increased Viking raids, Feidlimid and Níall met at a 

rígdál, which AU place in Cloncurry in northern Leinster, but 

which AI seem to place in Clonfert. AI provide the only account 

of what happened at the meeting, telling us that ‘Níall, son of 

Áed, king of Tara, submitted to Feidlimid mac Crimthainn, so 

that Feidlimid became full king of Ireland (lánrí Hérend) that day, 

and he occupied the abbot’s chair of Clonfert.’575 It is unclear if 

this entry reflects the truth of this meeting – which was then so 

unpalatable to the other annalists that they refused to mention it – 

or just Munster propaganda. In this context it is interesting to 

note that the Annals of Roscrea, which have a close affiliation 

with the Clonmacnoise group of annals, contain the entry ‘Gabail 

Hereann huile la Feidlimidh’, which could perhaps reflect the 

outcome of this meeting.576 Moreover, as Charles-Edwards has 

pointed out, if the meeting did indeed take place in Cloncurry, it 

may indicate that Feidlimid had established control over Leinster 

by this point. Indeed, the future of Leinster may have been one of 

the subjects discussed at this meeting as Bran son of Fáelán, 

Níall’s appointee as king of Leinster, had died in the same year. 

If it was, it would seem from AI that the agreement reached was 

favourable to the Munster king.577 Furthermore, if Feidlimid did 

seize control of the abbacy of Clonfert, as AI asserts, this would 

have given him a secure foothold in southern Connacht, an area 

in which he had repeatedly tried to exert an influence. Perhaps it 

was here too that the abbacy of Armagh was discussed, as the 

following year a change of abbots in Armagh is again noted, with 

Diarmait replacing Forannán.578 The recognition of the 

superiority of the king of Cashel by an Uí Néill king would be a 

                                                 
574 AU, 837.7, 837.8, pp 294–5; CS, s.a. 837, pp 142–3; on the other hand, AI 
records his death two years later, for which see AI, s.a. 839, pp 128–9. 
575 AU, 838.6, pp 296–7; AI, s.a. 838, pp 128–9. 
576 AR, 140, §237, 167.  
577 AU, 838.10, pp 296–7; Charles Edwards, The Chronicle of Ireland, pp 295–
6 n. 2.  
578 AU, 839.8, pp 296–7.  
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significant, and probably unique, event for the period under 

discussion, and if this meeting can in fact be interpreted in this 

way it would reinforce the idea that Feidlimid was seeking to 

assert his power on an all-Ireland stage, showing that such 

ambitions were not limited to the kings of Tara. 

However, if Níall did acknowledge Feidlimid’s superiority, as 

AI insists, then his acquiescence was short-lived, as in 840 

Feidlimid invaded both Mide and Brega and halted at Tara, a 

clear challenge to Níall’s authority. AI add that he also seized 

Gormlaith, daughter of Murchad the king of Leinster and her 

company of women, and slew Indrechtach, son of Máel Dúin, at 

Tara.579 The Gormlaith in question has proven difficult to 

identify, as there is no king of Leinster named Murchad in the 

early ninth century. Mac Airt suggested that the annalist confused 

Gormlaith daughter of Donnchad, whose obit is recorded in 861, 

with the Gormlaith daughter of Murchad who was the wife of 

Brian Boru, and he is followed in this by Máire Ní Mhaonaigh.580 

This would make the entry a later insertion, akin to the earlier 

entry which made Cathal mac Finnguine one of the five kings of 

Munster to rule Ireland after the Faith, as discussed above.581 

However, while this is plausible, we should also not ignore the 

fact that the annalist may have simply confused the name of her 

father. Indeed, there was a Muiredach king of Leinster whose 

obit is recorded in 829, and the annals seem to have earlier 

confused these names when detailing the exploits of the sons of 

Donnchad Midi.582 Therefore, the contemporaneity of this entry 

should not be dismissed out of hand, especially as it records the 

death of Indrechtach, a figure who is not subject to later legends 

or accretions. Though not securely identified, there is the 

possibility that he was a brother to the Murchad whom Níall had 

                                                 
579 AU, 840.4, pp 298–9; AI, s.a. 840, pp 128–9.   
580 AI, s.a. 840, pp 128–9 n. 2; Máire Ní Mhaonaigh, ‘Tales of three 
Gormlaiths in medieval Irish literature’, Ériu 52 (2002), 1–24, 2–3 n. 10.  
581 See Chapter II Section 1.1 above. 
582 AU, 829.1, pp 286–7; See Chapter II Section 1.5 above. 
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deposed as king of Cenél nEógain in 823, making him a second 

cousin to the king of Tara. Alternatively, he may have been a son 

of Máel Dúin son of Áed Oirnide, making him Níall’s nephew.583 

Regardless, it seems a likely inference that he was Níall’s proxy 

at Tara and represented his overlordship over this highly 

symbolic site. On this incursion, therefore, Feidlimid appears to 

have struck a severe blow against Níall, who responded by 

invading Fir Chell and Delbna Bethra. However, as these two 

border kingdoms were normally ruled by the Uí Néill, it seems 

that they had, at least temporarily, been conquered by 

Feidlimid.584 

The following year Feidlimid again sought to cement his 

power outside of Munster, leading an army to Carman, the site of 

Óenach Carmain, the assembly-place of the Leinstermen. Níall 

marched as far as Mag nÓchtair to oppose him, and, according to 

a poem inserted into AU, Níall was victorious in battle against 

him, though the fact that this interpretation is found nowhere else 

makes this assertion suspicious, and the two probably did not 

confront each other in open battle.585 What seems clear however 

is that this encounter should be understood as another episode in 

the struggle between the Uí Néill and Munster for control over 

the Laigin, though neither side seems to have been able to gain a 

decisive upper hand. 

The next year, as attacks by the Vikings became more and 

more serious, we find a notice of the promulgation of Lex Patricii 

in Munster, and intriguingly both candidates for the abbot’s chair 

in Armagh, Diarmait and Forannán, were said to have been 

responsible.586 Seemingly the two had reached some sort of 

compromise and were now able to work together, and this act 

must surely have significantly boosted Feidlimid’s prestige, 
                                                 
583 James Hogan, ‘The Irish law of kingship, with special reference to Ailech 
and Cenél Eoghain’, PRIA 40 C (1931–2), 186–254, Appendix III, ‘Genealogy 
of the kings of the Northern Uí Néill’. 
584 Charles-Edwards, The Chronicle of Ireland, p. 298 n. 3. 
585 AU, 841.5, pp 300–1. 
586 AI, s.a. 842, pp 128–9. 
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especially as the two men are not recorded bringing the lex to the 

Uí Néill. Over the following years little is written of the Uí Néill-

Munster rivalry, and both sides were possibly focused on 

countering the threat posed by the Vikings, as shown by Níall’s 

victory over them at Mag nÍtha in 845 and the notice of the 

depredations suffered by prominent Munster monasteries and 

Clonfert – which may still have been ruled by Feidlimid – in the 

annals the same year.587 In 846 Níall drowned in the river Calann 

and, despite the difficulties of his reign, AU, CS and AI all 

acclaim him as king of Tara.588 Feidlimid however did not long 

outlive his rival, as in retribution for an attack he made against 

Clonmacnoise in the same year, CS records that St Ciarán 

‘pursued him into Munster, and gave him a thrust with his staff as 

punishment, so that he received an internal wound.’ The latter 

half of this entry is a foreshadowing of Feidlimid’s death, which 

is recorded the next year in 847.589 In AU and CS he is acclaimed 

as ‘king of Munster’, though he is also given the enigmatic title 

of ‘optimus Scottorum’, or, ‘the best of the Scotti’.590 In AI on the 

other hand he is oddly not given any title at all.591 Judging by 

Feidlimid’s actions, it seems quite likely that he was seeking 

recognition on an all-Ireland level, and was pursuing the title of 

king of Ireland. Indeed, it is interesting to note that an interlinear 

gloss in AU only records the beginning of Máel Sechnaill’s reign 

following the notice of Feidlimid’s death, though CS places the 

start of his reign in 846 and AClon explicitly states that he took 

over from Níall.592 

                                                 
587 AU, 845.6, 845.2, 845.3, pp 302–3. 
588 AU, 846.3, pp 304–5; CS, s.a. 846, pp 146–7; AI, s.a. 846, pp 130–1; 
Hennessy asserts that this river, from which Níall’s epithet, meaning ‘of the 
Calann’ is derived, is the same as the Callan river which flows by Armagh, 
refuting O’Donovan’s suggestion that the river should be located in Kilkenny, 
for which see AU Hen., p. 351 n. 13. 
589 CS, s.a. 846, pp 146–7; Charles-Edwards, The Chronicle of Ireland, 846.13, 
p. 303.  
590 AU, 847.1, pp 306–7; CS, s.a. 847, pp 146–7. 
591 AI, s.a. 847, pp 130–1. 
592 AU, 847.2, pp 306–7; CS, s.a. 846, pp 146–7; AClon, s.a. 847, p. 140. 
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Nonetheless, the actions of Feidlimid show that the kings of 

Munster could challenge the supremacy of the Uí Néill when led 

by an able king. Furthermore, his reign also shows that the claims 

made in Munster sources for Cashel’s supremacy over all of 

Ireland were not merely propaganda, demonstrating that kings in 

the southern province did conceive of their power through the 

lens of Irish identity.593 

 

Section 4: Irish kings in Carolinigan sources: c. 790–847 

4.1: Einhard’s Vita Karoli Magni 

We have seen earlier how Irish churchmen like Fursa and 

Columbanus could have a major impact on the Continent, 

founding new churches which attracted large-scale patronage 

from the Frankish elite. In addition, these churchmen also 

maintained close connections with their homeland, as seen in the 

episode of Dagobert II, a Merovingian prince who was smuggled 

out of Francia to the relative safety of an Irish monastery.594 

However, while these ecclesiastically based links have been 

explored in detail, a topic less frequently broached by scholars is 

the relationship that existed between Irish kings and their 

Frankish counterparts. Despite this, the student of Irish political 

history – and of Irish identity more broadly – has much to gain 

from an in-depth analysis of the Continental material, and 

Einhard’s Vita Karoli Magni is a good place to start. 

This work, written some years after the death of Charlemagne, 

was designed to magnify the achievements of the recently 

deceased emperor, and as Einhard himself states, to prevent his 

remarkable deeds from being ‘swallowed up by the shadows of 

oblivion’. Chapter 17 – entitled ‘How he [Charles] tried to win 

and to keep the friendship of foreign peoples’ by Walahfrid 

                                                 
593 See Chapter II Section 5.2 below. 
594 For more on this episode, see Jean-Michel Picard, ‘Church and politics in 
the seventh century: The Irish exile of King Dagobert II’, idem, (ed.) Ireland 
and Northern France, AD 650–850 (Dublin, 1991), pp 27–52 
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Strabo – lists the various foreign lords who recognised 

Charlemagne’s power.595 Alongside Alfonso, the king of Galicia 

and Asturias, and the Abbasid Caliph Harun al-Rashid, 

mistakenly called ‘king of the Persians’, we find a reference to 

reges Scottorum, who were so won over by Charles’s generosity 

that ‘they declared that he was nothing other than their lord and 

they were his servants and subjects.’ Furthermore, Einhard 

asserts that ‘Letters which they sent to him survive and these 

attest to this sort of feeling towards him.’596 Unfortunately, 

though they were still extant at Einhard’s time of writing, no 

trace of these letters has survived. However, though we must 

obviously treat this claim with caution, it is not improbable that 

these presumably Irish kings would have had such a close 

relationship with the most powerful Christian ruler of their 

day.597 

Additionally, Charlemagne’s son Louis the Pious is also 

recorded receiving numerous embassies from foreign rulers, and 

though the Scotti are not explicitly mentioned in any of these 

accounts, it is quite possible that the relations between Ireland 

                                                 
595 David Ganz (ed. and trans.), Two Lives of Charlemagne (London, 2008); 
for the suggested dating see pp 9–10; for Einhard’s comment see pp 17-18. 
The best Latin version is still Georg H. Pertz & Georg Waitz (eds), MGH, SS 
rer. Germ. 25: Einhardi Vita Karoli Magni (Hannover & Leipzig, 1911); for 
Einhard’s comment see p. 1. 
596 Ganz, Lives of Charlemagne, §17, p. 29; Pertz & Waitz, Einhardi Vita 
Karoli Magni, §16*, p. 19. For the extraordinary suggestion that the High-
Kingship of Ireland was created in the ninth century as an Irish imitation of 
Charlemagne’s imperial rule, see John V. Kelleher, ‘Early Irish history and 
pseudo-history’, Studia Hibernica 3 (1963), 113–27, 119–22.  
597 For the common usage of the word Scotti to describe people from Ireland 
see the Introduction above; Byrne, IKHK, p. 262; for an overview of how the 
Northumbrians saw the value in a distant Frankish patron, see Joanna Story, 
‘Charlemagne and the Anglo-Saxons’, eadem (ed.), Charlemagne: Empire and 
Society (Manchester, 2005), pp 195–210, p. 200. For a good overview of 
Carolingian diplomacy with foreign powers, see F.L. Ganshof, ‘The Frankish 
monarchy and its external relations, from Pippin III to Louis the Pious’, 
translated by Janet Sondheimer in F.L. Ganshof, The Carolingians and the 
Frankish monarchy: Studies in Carolingian history (London, 1971), 162–204 
[this article was originally published in French as ‘Les relations extérieures de 
la monarchie franque sous les premiers souverains carolingiens’ in Annali di 
Storia del Diritto, Rassegna Internationale 5–6, 1961–2 (1964), 1–53].  
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and Francia documented by Einhard continued into his reign.598 

Indeed, it is interesting to note that, bar a single Merovingian 

forebear, Charlemagne and Louis were the only two Frankish 

rulers to be given obits in the annals, indicating that the pair was 

held in high esteem in Ireland.599 That this reverence was linked 

to their rulership over a united Frankish empire is shown by the 

fact that the death of Charles the Bald – the king of West Francia 

who is known to have had dealings with several high-profile Irish 

intellectuals like John Scottus Eriugena and to whom an Irish 

embassy was sent in 848 – goes unrecorded, suggesting that the 

annalists were more interested in Christian emperors rather than 

kings of the Franks per se. 

Nonetheless, it seems clear that Irish kings had a healthy 

respect for, and some level of correspondence with, their 

Carolingian counterparts. Indeed the inclusion of these kings in 

Einhard’s list, while kings of Anglo-Saxon England and other 

parts of Britain were excluded, shows that the Irish must have 

been of some importance in the Carolingian world-view, if only 

because they were, in Columbanus’s words, ultimi habitatores 

mundi and so better illustrated the widespread influence and 

authority of the Franks.600  

The use of the plural reges to describe these kings has been 

taken as evidence to show the fractured nature of Ireland’s 

politics at this time, implying that Charlemagne had dealings 

with a multiplicity of kings, and this may very well be the 

case.601 However, in the same chapter, Einhard goes on to 

describe Frankish relations with the emperors of Constantinople, 

                                                 
598 For a contemporary account of the embassies that were sent and received 
by Louis see Allen Cabaniss (trans.), Son of Charlemagne: a Contemporary 
Life of Louis the Pious (Syracuse, NY, 1961), especially Part II (Chapters 21–
43), pp 54–88. 
599 AU, 659.1, pp 132–3, 813.7, pp 268–9, 840.2, pp 298–9; for a list of 
relevant literature on the identity of this Merovingian king and why his death 
was recorded in the Irish annals, see Charles-Edwards, The Chronicle of 
Ireland, p. 151 n. 3. 
600 Walker, Sancti Columbani Opera, Ep. V.2, p. 38. 
601 Byrne, IKHK, p. 262. 
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naming them as Nicephorus, Michael and Leo, who ruled 

consecutively from 802–820.602 Einhard was thus summing up 

the entirety of Charlemagne’s reign in this section, meaning it 

was possible to group together rulers who may not have held 

power at the same time. Might the same be true of the reges 

Scottorum? Certainly it would be plausible to imagine Charles 

only corresponding with the most powerful kings in Ireland 

rather than with the dozens of lesser kings, though it is 

impossible to say for certain without the letters that Einhard 

spoke of. The fact that the reges Scottorum are the only ones who 

go unnamed in the section is also problematic. Were there simply 

too many to name? Or were their names not well-known enough 

to be remembered by a general Frankish audience? It is 

impossible to answer with certainty. However, it may nonetheless 

be possible to identify at least one of these kings. 

 

Section 4.2: Ireland in the Letters of Alcuin 

Numerous letters written by Alcuin, the famed Northumbrian 

scholar and leading figure in Charles’s court, have survived. 

Amongst them are several written to churchmen based in Ireland. 

One of these, dated to 790 by its editor, is addressed to a certain 

Colcu, whom Alcuin calls ‘a blest teacher and devout father.’603 

This ecclesiastic was initially identified by nineteenth-century 

scholars as Colcu Ua Duincheda of Clonmacnoise, though in 

their article in the ODNB Stalmans and Charles-Edwards reject 

this idea, stating that ‘Alcuin’s friend was evidently resident in 

England.’604 

                                                 
602 Ganz, Lives of Charlemagne, §17, p. 30, p. 120 n. 48. 
603 Allott, Alcuin of York, Ep. 31, p. 42; for a comprehensive Latin edition of 
Alcuin’s letters, see Ernst Dümmler (ed.), ‘Alcvini sive Albini epistolae’, 
MGH, Epistolae 4: Epistolae Karolini Aevi (II), (Berlin, 1895), pp 1–481.   
604 John O’Hanlon, The Lives of the Irish Saints Vol. II (Dublin, London & 
New York, 1875), pp 649–55; Nathalie Stalmans & Thomas Charles-Edwards, 
‘Meath, Saints of’, ODNB vol. 37, pp 671–8, p. 677; such a supposition is also 
supported by Joanna Story, who claims that Alcuin wrote this letter while still 
resident in Francia. However, as Alcuin spent the most part of 790 in 
Northumbria, this seems a more likely location for the letter to have been 
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However, nothing in the letter specifies the location of 

Alcuin’s correspondent and, if anything, the gift of oil ‘which is 

now almost unobtainable in Britain’ leads one to suspect that 

Colcu was living outside of Britain and therefore needed to be 

informed of its scarcity. In addition to this oil, we find other gifts 

from both Alcuin and Charlemagne, including fifty shillings from 

each for the brothers, thirty from each for the ‘australes fratres 

Baldhuninga’ and three shillings of pure silver for each of the 

anchorites, ‘that they may all pray for me and for my lord King 

Charles, that God may preserve him for the protection of his holy 

church and the praise and glory of his name.’605 At first glance 

the mention of the australes fratres Baldhuninga would seem to 

support a location within England, and Allott has suggested it 

should be translated as Baldon, which is located in Oxfordshire. 

More recent studies have preferred to leave it as unidentified.606 

But the presence of these apparently Anglo-Saxon fratres need 

not count against Colcu’s residence in Ireland. Indeed, in one 

manuscript containing Alcuin’s letters, which Dümmler called 

A1 and dated to the eleventh century, Colcu is specifically given 

the title lectori in Scotia.607 Though this manuscript was written 

some two hundred years after Alcuin’s death, Donald A. 

Bullough has argued that the headings that it preserves are from 

Alcuin’s original register, and therefore contain accurate 

descriptions of the adressees.608 If this is correct, we have solid 

evidence that this Colcu was in fact resident in Ireland, 

                                                                                                           
written, especially given its comment about the scarcity of oil in Britain; 
Joanna Story, ‘Charlemagne and the Anglo-Saxons’, eadem (ed.), 
Charlemagne: Empire and Society, p. 197; Joanna Story, Carolingian 
Connections: Anglo-Saxon England and Carolingian Francia, c. 750–870 
(Aldershot, 2003), p. 93; Donald A. Bullough, ‘Alcuin’, ODNB vol. I, pp 602–
7, p. 604.   
605 Allott, Alcuin of York, Ep. 31, p. 43; Dümmler, ‘Alcvini sive Albini 
epistolae’, Ep. 7, p. 33. 
606 Michael Parker, ‘An eighth-century reference to the monastery at Hoddom’, 
The Journal of Scottish Name Studies 6 (2012), 51–80, 60, 61, 29. 
607 Dümmler, ‘Alcvini sive Albini epistolae’, pp 9–10, Ep. 7, p. 32. 
608 Parker, ‘the monastery at Hoddom’, 58–9; Donald A. Bullough, Alcuin: 
Achievement and Reputation (Leiden, 2004), pp 91–3.  
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supporting the idea that he was the well-known fer léiginn of 

Clonmacnoise. 

Further evidence of Alcuin’s correspondent is provided by 

the so-called York Annals, a work of Northumbrian provenance 

which covers the period 732–802 and which has been shown by 

Peter Hunter Blair to be a genuine product of the early medieval 

period, despite its sole existence in a twelfth-century manuscript. 

609 Under the year 794, we find this entry: ‘Colcu, priest and 

teacher, passed from this light to the Lord’.610 As this annalistic 

compilation clearly has strong connections with York and its 

environs, it seems clear that the Colcu recorded here must have 

had a connection to this area, and the most obvious candidate 

therefore would be the recipient of Alcuin’s letter. Admittedly, 

the year given here does not match up with that given for the obit 

of Colcu of Clonmacnoise in AU, which records his death s.a. 

796. However, AFM records his death in 794, and also record the 

death of ‘Colcu the Wise’ in 796. 611 Clearly, there is a great deal 

of annalistic confusion here that must be accounted for, and a 

more in-depth analysis of the sources is required. Nonetheless, 

there are three likely possibilities. The first is that AFM’s earlier 

obit has been placed correctly and the record under 796 is merely 

a duplication, meaning that the York Annals actually record the 

correct date for the death of Colcu of Clonmacnoise, confirming 

him as Alcuin’s correspondent. The second is that the Colcu 

recorded by the York Annals goes unnoticed in the Irish annals, 

which if so would mean that AFM misplaced Colcu of 

                                                 
609 Peter Hunter Blair, ‘Some observations on the Historia Regum attributed to 
Symeon of Durham’, Nora K. Chadwick (ed.), Celt and Saxon: Studies in the 
early British border (Cambridge, 1963), pp 63–118, p. 93, p. 96; for a detailed 
study of the Continental links of these annals, see Joanna Story, Carolingian 
Connections, pp 93–133. 
610 Dorothy Whitelock (ed. and trans.), ‘Extracts from Historia Regum 
(“History of the Kings”) attributed to Simeon of Durham’, Dorothy Whitelock 
(ed.), English Historical Documents vol. I: c. 500–1042 (London, 1955), pp 
239–254, p. 248. 
611 AFM, s.a. 791 (rectè 796), pp 398–9, 789 (rectè 794), pp 396-7; AU, 796.1, 
pp. 250–1. 
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Clonmacnoises’s obit and then subsequently duplicated it under 

the correct year of 796.612 

Yet, regardless of these suggestions, the riddle of the 

Baldhuninga still needs to be solved. In the nineteenth century, 

John Lanigan suggested that this name may have been a 

corruption of an older Gaelic name for Lismore, but this is 

unlikely as the word Baldhuninga is evidently Germanic. Instead, 

it is possible that the australes fratres were in fact a community 

of Anglo-Saxon monks resident in Ireland. Such a suggestion is 

not so far-fetched, and Ó Cróinín and others have noted the large 

numbers of Anglo-Saxons who studied in Ireland, a phenomenon 

also discussed by Bede. These Anglo-Saxons established several 

communities for themselves, of which Mayo and Rath Melsigi 

are the most well-known, but it is possible that others existed.613 

Moreover, if Colcu was so widely respected in Northumbria, as 

Alcuin’s letter indicates, it is not unreasonable to imagine Anglo-

Saxons crossing the Irish Sea to study under him. Thus, the 

Baldhuningas may have been an English community attached to 

the mother-church at Clonmacnoise. Of course, all of this is 

highly speculative, and a more detailed study of English clerics in 

Ireland is needed before any concrete conclusions can be made. 

Nevertheless, based on Bullough’s assessment, we must, for the 

time being at any rate, place Colcu within an Irish milieu. 

Moreover, if Colcu was indeed based at Clonmacnoise, the gifts 

that he received from Alcuin and Charles may have also been 

intended as a gesture of friendship towards Clann Cholmáin and 

Donnchad Midi, the king of Tara at that time, who enjoyed a 

                                                 
612 It seems unlikely that the York Annals would have misplaced the obit as 
Blair has shown them to be a work of great chronological accuracy, with the 
noticeable exception of the obit of pope Hadrian; Blair, ‘Some observations’, 
Chadwick (ed.), Celt and Saxon, p. 93. 
613 Plummer, ‘Badeae Historia Ecclesiastica’, III.27, p. 192; Sherley-Price, 
Bede, p. 191; Dáibhí Ó Cróinín, ‘Rath Melsigi, Willibrord, and the earliest 
Echternach gospels’, Peritia 3 (1984), 17–49; for Lanigan’s theory, see John 
Lanigan, An Ecclesiastical History of Ireland Vol. 3(Dublin, 1829), p. 232 n. 5. 
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close relationship with that church.614 It is highly tempting, 

therefore, to equate this generosity to Clonmacnoise with the 

‘munificence’ shown towards Irish kings mentioned by Einhard, 

and it is at least a possibility that Donnchad Midi was one of the 

reges Scottorum who had contact with Charlemagne. 

Further evidence for secular contact between Ireland and 

Francia in the 790s is provided by another of Alcuin’s letters, 

though here the reference is more incidental. Writing to Offa, the 

powerful king of Mercia, he mentions that Charlemagne decided 

to send presents to the kings of the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms. 

However, after the gifts intended for King Aethelred of 

Northumbria had already been dispatched, missi returning from 

Ireland by way of Mercia (‘per missos, qui de Scotia per vos 

reversi sunt’) reported the news of his death.615 These missi – 

which literally means ‘the sent men’ – were envoys sent from the 

Frankish royal palace on a variety of missions, though they are 

more usually known for their role as royal overseers in carefully 

defined areas known as missatica.616 The fact that they were 

being sent to Ireland confirms Einhard’s picture of the island in 

close contact with the Carolingian court, and places it firmly 

within the European mainstream. 

Unfortunately, the letter does not mention where precisely in 

Ireland the envoys visited, but the route they took to get there can 

be guessed at, as Bullough has drawn attention to a charter which 

notes the presence of praecones or ‘word-bringers’ at the 

monastery of Breedon-on-the-Hill in Leicestershire, who had 

arrived ‘from the Northumbrian nation, the West Saxon nation, or 

                                                 
614 For more information on the links between Clann Cholmáin and 
Clonmacnoise see O’Flynn, The organisation and operation, p. 208; for a 
poem listing the notable figures buried at Clonmacnoise, which includes Máel 
Sechnaill and Follamain – who may have been a son of Donnchad Midi – see 
Margaret Stokes (ed.), Christian Inscriptions in the Irish language chiefly 
collected and drawn by George Petrie vol. I (Dublin, 1872), pp 76–8. 
615 Allott, Alcuin of York, Ep. 41, pp 53-4; Dümmler, ‘Alcvini sive Albini 
epistolae’, Ep. 101, p. 147. 
616 Marios Costambeys, Matthew Innes, Simon MacLean (eds), The 
Carolingian world (Cambridge, 2011), p. 179. 
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from across the sea’. Bullough posited that some of these 

messengers at Breedon may have journeyed there via the Humber 

and the Trent valley, and as it was only one day’s journey away 

from the Mercian capital at Tamworth it would have made an 

ideal resting-place for travellers. In addition, though this charter 

has been dated to the year 848, this document may in fact be 

based on older material, meaning these visitors could have been 

frequenting Breedon since at least the reign of Offa.617 If this was 

the case, the route via the two rivers may have also been used by 

the missi sent to Ireland, who certainly returned by way of 

Tamworth, where they learned of Aethelred’s death. 

Indeed, the use of Mercia as a ‘land-bridge’ between Ireland 

and the Continent is not confined to this one instance. Dümmler’s 

edition of Alcuin’s letters contains one (Ep. 87) addressed to Offa, 

king of Mercia, and sent by Charlemagne, though Dümmler 

believed it had been drafted by the Northumbrian scholar. In it, 

Charles complained about the behaviour of a certain Irish cleric 

based in the diocese of Cologne, who was accused of eating meat 

during the Lenten fast. As a result of this allegation, Charles had 

decided to transport him back to his native land, where he was to 

be judged for his transgression, and asked Offa for help 

transporting him.618 Evidently, the route through Mercia to 

Ireland was a common one. Furthermore, this extradition again 

attests to the close links between Ireland and Francia, if a crime 

committed in the Rhineland could be referred back to Ireland for 

judgement. In addition, though this is primarily an ecclesiastical 

case, it is interesting to note that powerful secular figures needed 

                                                 
617 Donald A. Bullough, ‘What has Ingeld to do with Lindisfarne?’, Anglo-
Saxon England 22 (1993), pp 93-125, p. 121; for further evidence of 
Breedon’s links with the Carolingian world, see RH.I. Jewell, ‘The Anglo-
Saxon Friezes at Breedon-on-the-Hill, Leicestershire’, Archaeologia 108 
(1986), 95–115. 
618 Dümmler, ‘Alcvini sive Albini epistolae’, Ep. 87, p. 131; Joanna Story 
interestingly asserts that Charlemagne’s decision to repatriate the priest 
‘demonstrates his concern to safeguard the reputation of the Church and his 
assumption that his remit stretched to Christians everywhere – that is, not just 
within Francia but in Ireland too.’; Joanna Story, ‘Charlemagne and the 
Anglo-Saxons’, eadem (ed.), Charlemagne: Empire and Society, p. 203. 
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to get involved in order to arrange the cleric’s deportation, and 

presumably a letter was also sent to at least one Irish leader to 

inform him of these developments, but unfortunately this has not 

survived so we are unable to identify the king’s Irish contacts. 

Nonetheless, it seems quite clear that Charles must have been in 

fairly regular communication with them, especially as the letter 

to Offa has been dated by Nelson to the summer of 794, less than 

two years before the missi – who were presumably on another 

errand – learned of Aethelred’s death on their way home from 

Scotia.619 Carolingian missi, therefore, do appear to have visited 

Ireland and, though the annals do not contain any record of their 

visits, it may be that their missions were common enough to have 

been considered relatively ordinary occurrences not worthy of 

notice. 

 

Section 4.3: Ireland in early ninth-century Carolingian 

sources 

Moving from the eighth into the ninth century, we find further 

references to Irish secular affairs in the Frankish annalistic 

compilations known as the Annales Regni Francorum (ARF) and 

the Annals of St Bertin (ASB).620 Under the year 812 in ARF for 

example, we find this notice: ‘Also a fleet of Norsemen landed in 

Ireland, the island of the Scotti, and in a battle with the Scotti 

many of the Norsemen were killed, and the fleet returned home 

after shameful flight.’621 Some historians have argued that this 

entry is misplaced, and does not correspond to any events 

                                                 
619 Janet L. Nelson, ‘Carolingian Contacts’, Michelle P. Brown, Carol A. Farr 
(eds), Mercia: An Anglo-Saxon kingdom in Europe (London, 2001), pp 126–
46, pp 139–40. 
620 Walter Bernhard Scholz, Barbara Rogers, ‘Royal Frankish Annals’, Walter 
Bernhard Scholz, Barbara Rogers (eds), Carolingian Chronicles: Royal 
Frankish Annals and Nithard’s Histories, (Ann Arbor, MI, 1970), pp 37–125 
[RFA]; for the Latin original of the text, see Georg H. Pertz & Friedrich Kurze 
(eds), SS rer. Germ. 6: Annales Regni Francorum: inde ab 741 ad 829, qui 
dicuntur Annales Laurissenses Maiores et Einhardi (Hannover, 1895) [ARF]. 
621 ‘Classis etiam Nordmannorum Hiberniam Scottorum insulam adgressa 
commissoque cum Scottis proelio parte non modica Nordmannorum interfecta 
turpiter fugiendo domum reversus est.’; RFA, s.a. 812, p. 95; ARF, s.a. 812, p. 
137. 
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recorded in the Irish annals.622 However, there are several battles 

which could fit the bill. In 811 for example, AU records ‘a 

slaughter of the heathens by the Ulaid’, and in the following year, 

they record a victory by the men of Umall over the Vikings, as 

well as a battle gained by Cobthach, king of the Eóganacht Loch 

Léin.623 Any of these victories could potentially be the same as 

that recorded in ARF, though it is unlikely to commemorate the 

victory of the Umall, as a Viking fleet in the same year defeated 

their Conmaicne neighbours, making it probable that these two 

battles represent the actions of the same band of raiders who did 

not therefore ‘return home in shameful flight’. Of the remaining 

two, it seems more logical to assume that Cobthach’s victory, 

recorded under the same year as the battle in ARF, was the one 

being noted, especially as, if the later testimony of CGG is to be 

believed, the fleet he defeated contained no less than 120 ships, 

and 416 Vikings were slain.624 Thus, it is possible that an 

embassy was sent to Charlemagne in order to spread the news of 

this victory and to secure the approval of Europe’s most powerful 

ruler, a major source of prestige for any Christian king, and it is 

at least conceivable therefore that Cobthach was one of the reges 

Scottorum mentioned by Einhard. 

However, as the Carolingians preferred to deal with only the 

most powerful princes amongst their neighbours, who were 

expected to be able to effectively control and command their 

respective gentes, it is unlikely that they would have had direct 

contact with a middling kingdom like Eóganacht Loch Léin.625 

Such an attitude can be seen for example in their dealings with 

                                                 
622 Colmán Etchingham, ‘Names for the Vikings in Irish Annals’, Timothy 
Bolton, Jón Viðar Sigurðsson (eds), Celtic-Norse relationships in the Irish Sea 
in the Middle Ages: 800-1200 (Leiden, 2014), pp 23–38, p. 25 n. 6. 
623 AU, 811.6, 812.8, 812.11, pp 266–9. 
624 Todd, CGG, §4, pp 4–5. 
625 For more on the Frankish conception of gens and kingship, see Fried, ‘Gens 
und regnum’ Mietke, Schreiner (eds), Sozialer Wandel im Mittelalter, pp 73–
104; Ildar Garipzanov, ‘Frontier Identities: Carolingian frontier and the gens 
Danorum’, Ildar Garipzanov, Patrick J. Geary, Przemysław Urbańczyk (eds), 
Franks, Northmen and Slavs: identities and state formation in early medieval 
Europe (Turnhout, 2008), pp 113–143, p. 115.      
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the Wilzi, a Slavic people living along the Elbe who had 

numerous reguli, but who had one ruler, Dragawit, whom the 

Franks acknowledged as superior to the rest due to his age and 

lineage.626 Despite this however, it is possible that Artrí mac 

Cathail, king of Munster and Cobthach’s nominal overlord, may 

have been in communication with the Frankish emperor and had 

passed on the news of his subordinate’s success. This is 

admittedly mere conjecture, but the fact that Artrí appears to have 

been influenced by European trends is nonetheless worth noting, 

and may indicate the existence of communication channels 

between the Munster king and his Continental counterparts. 

 

Section 4.4: The evidence of ordination  

This European influence is possibly evident in 793, when AU 

records: ‘Lex Ailbi for Mumain ⁊ ordinatio Artroig mac Cathail 

in regnum Mumen’, though the interpretation of this entry as a 

record of an actual ordination ceremony has not received 

universal acceptance.627 For example, Charles-Edwards advises 

caution in translating ordinatio as ‘ordination’, insisting that it is 

not clear if any Irish writers intended the word to represent an 

ecclesiastical inauguration, and instead chooses to translate it as 

‘elevation’.628 In a similar vein, Bart Jaski sees the clerical 

involvement in Artrí’s ordinatio as a consequence of a long 

vacancy in the kingship of Munster before 793, and argues that it 

does not represent an innovatory conception of secular power. 

Furthermore, when discussing Áed mac Néill, the king of Tara 

who was commonly referred to by his sobriquet as Áed ‘Oirnide’ 

(‘the Ordained’ or ‘the Dignified’), Jaski asserts that if he was 

ever ordained or anointed, it ‘was not after Continental 

fashion’.629 

                                                 
626RFA, s.a. 789, pp 68–9; ARF, s.a. 789, pp 85–6.  
627 AU, 793.3, pp 248–9; for evidence of ordination ceremonies as a European 
trend at this time see below. 
628 Charles-Edwards, The Chronicle of Ireland, p. 256 n. 3. 
629 Bart Jaski, Early Irish kingship and succession (Dublin, 2000), pp 60–1. 
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On the other hand, Immo Warntjes has argued persuasively 

that these ordinationes owed much to recent European examples, 

which included the anointing of Pippin I on his accession to the 

throne in 751 as the first Carolingian, the inauguration of his two 

sons Charles and Carloman – who had already been papally 

anointed in 754 alongside their father – by Frankish bishops in 

768 and the papal anointings of Charlemagne’s sons in Rome in 

781 and 800.630 To these Carolingian examples should be added 

the example of the Mercian king Offa, who had his son hallowed 

by royal unction at the hands of the bishop of Lichfield.631 It is 

worth noting however that this upsurge in royal ordinations was 

short-lived, and seems to have fizzled out at the turn of the ninth 

century. Indeed, as Nelson notes, this ritual did not become 

permanently established in West Francia until 848, and in East 

Francia and England it was not until the tenth century that the rite 

became commonplace.632 This is to some extent mirrored by the 

Irish evidence, as Artrí and Áed – who both came to power in the 

790s – appear to be the only kings who were ordained in Ireland 

until the conferral of the grade of king on Áed mac Domnaill by 

the abbot of Armagh in the late tenth century.633 Their adoption 

of this ritual, therefore, may indicate the significant degree of 

                                                 
630 Immo Warntjes, ‘The role of the church in Early Irish regnal succession – 
the case of Iona’, L’Irlanda e gli Irlandesi nell’alto medioevo (Spoleto, 2010), 
pp 155–213, pp 164–6; Janet L. Nelson ‘The Lord’s Anointed and the people’s 
choice: Carolingian royal ritual’, Janet Nelson (ed.), The Frankish world 750–
900 (London, 1996), 99–131, p. 102 [first published in David Cannadine, 
Simon Price (eds), Rituals of Royalty: power and ceremonial in traditional 
societies (Cambridge, 1987), pp 137–80]; for the potential Irish influence on 
this Carolingian ritual, see Enright, Iona, Tara and Soissons, passim. 
631 Warntjes, ‘Early Irish regnal succession’, p. 164; Swanton, The Anglo-
Saxon Chronicle, s.a. 785, pp 52–55. 
632 Janet Nelson, ‘National synods, kingship as office, and royal anointing: an 
early medieval syndrome’, Janet Nelson (ed.), Politics and ritual in early 
medieval Europe (London, 1986), pp 239–257, 247–8; [first published in G.J. 
Cuming, Derek Baker (eds), Studies in Church History, vol.  7: councils and 
assemblies: Papers read at the eighth summer meeting and ninth winter 
meeting of the Ecclesiastical History Society, (Cambridge, 1971), pp 41–59]; 
for more on these early Carolingian ordinations, see eadem, ‘Inauguration 
Rituals’, Janet Nelson (ed.), Politics and Ritual, pp 283–307 [first published in 
P.H. Sawyer, Ian Wood (eds), Early medieval kingship, (Leeds, 1977), pp 50–
71]. 
633 Byrne, IKHK, pp 255–6; Jaski, kingship and succession, p. 60; AU, 993.8, 
pp 424–5.  
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Carolingian influence in Ireland at this time, much as the 

anointing of Offa’s son Ecgfrith has been seen as reflecting 

Anglo-Saxon England’s close ties with Francia.634 Moreover, this 

Mercian example of ordination may have also had a significant 

influence on these Irish kings, much as Edgar’s imperial 

coronation was to influence his Irish contemporaries nearly two 

centuries later.635 Yet these ordinations were also the product of 

internal factors. In Artrí’s case, he may have needed the 

assistance of the abbot of Emly – Munster’s pre-eminent 

ecclesiastic – to give added legitimacy to his inauguration after a 

period of interregnum, as already mentioned.636 In the case of 

Áed, it may have been that he sought to replace his earlier epithet 

of Ingor, meaning ‘the Undutiful’, with a more positive 

apellation.637 Though the annals do not explicitly mention the 

point at which Áed acquired the name ‘Oirnide’, the congressio 

senadorum of the Uí Néill in 804, presided over by the abbot of 

Armagh, seems a likely occasion for such a momentous event, 

which would have no doubt helped him to cement his 

overlordship over Leth Chuinn.638 Nonetheless, the international 

influences on these kings should not be overlooked, and a case 

can even be made that Áed was acknowledged as king of Ireland 

by his Carolingian contemporaries. 

The main evidence for this comes from manuscript Augiensis 

Perg. 167 now preserved in Karlsruhe, but which appears to have 

been written in Reichenau in the ninth century.639 On f. 15 recto 

                                                 
634 Joanna Story, Carolingian Connections, p. 91.  
635 Mulhaire, Kingship, pp 100–1. 
636 Jaski believes that there had not been a king of Munster since 786; however, 
Charles-Edwards’s suggestion that Ólchobar mac Flainn – who is styled as 
king of Munster at his obit in AU in 796 – had abdicated before Artrí’s 
succession is worthy of note and may undermine his argument, for which see 
Jaski, kingship and succession, p. 60; Charles-Edwards, The Chronicle of 
Ireland, p. 258 n. 4; p. 256, n. 3. 
637 Aéd is nicknamed Ingor in AU when it records his defeat at Tailtiu in 791 
at the hands of Donnchad Midi, for which see AU, 791.5, pp 246–7.  
638 AU, 804.7, pp 258–9. 
639 Karlsruhe, Badische Landesbibliothek - Augiensis Perg. 167  
[available to view digitally at digital.bib-
karlsruhe.de/blbhs/content/pageview/13329]; Kenney, The sources, pp 670–1.   
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– which is mostly taken up with a large calendar of years – we 

find several interpolations, all apparently by the same author. 

While most concern the activities of Charlemagne in the late 

760s and early 770s, the final entry simply reads: ‘Aed rex 

Hiberniae moritur’, and it is quite clear from the position of this 

interpolation, directly above the year 819, that this refers to Áed 

Oirnide, whose obit is recorded in 819 in AU.640 This manuscript 

has been dated by Kenney to the period 836–848 and if this is 

correct this reference to Áed, while not exactly contemporary, 

may nonetheless reflect the respect given to him by his 

Continental counterparts during his lifetime.641 However, it 

seems far more likely that the interpolator was himself an 

Irishman. This is reflected in the correct spelling of the name Áed, 

and the fact that the interpolations were written in Insular script. 

Moreover, on f. 17 recto we also find a reference in the same 

hand to the death of Murchad son of Máel Dúin in Clonmacnoise 

in 826, apparently the same man who had been king of Cenél 

nEógain until his deposition in 823 by his second cousin Níall 

Caille.642 As the interpolator had such a keen interest in the Cenél 

nEógain it is likely that he himself was a member of this dynasty 

who had come to the Continent in search of patronage – joining 

other famous Irish émigrés like Sedulius Scottus and John 

Scottus Eriugena – and his settlement at Reichenau is easily 

understandable given that monastery’s strong Irish 

connections.643  Therefore, the claim that Áed was recognised as 

king of Ireland on the Continent at the time of his death cannot be 

                                                 
640 Augiensis Perg. 167, f. 15r; John O’Donovan & Jacob Grimm, ‘Zeuss’s 
Grammatica Celtica’, Ulster Journal of Archaeology 7 (First Series, 1859), 
11–32, 26; AU, 819.2, pp. 274–5.  
641 Kenney, The sources, pp 670–1. 
642 Augiensis Perg. 167, f. 17 r; Kenney, The sources, p. 671; for more on this 
Murchad see  Chapter II Section 3.2 above; Hogan, Appendix III, ‘Genealogy 
of the kings of the Northern Uí Néill’; his death is not recorded in the annals. 
The fact that the death of Níall Caille in 846 is not recorded in this manuscript 
may suggest that the interpolator was working before this date, as he would 
surely have had an interest in recording the obit of this Cenél nEógain king of 
Tara.  
643 Ludwig Bieler, Ireland: harbinger of the Middle Ages (London, 1963), p. 
101; Kenney, The sources, p. 10. 
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sustained. Nonetheless, this entry shows once again that the idea 

of an all-Ireland kingship was still very much part of the cultural 

and political consciousness of at least a section of the Irish elite 

in the first half of the ninth century, despite the lack of explicit 

acclamations in the annals.  

As for Artrí, his reign is hard to delimit precisely, but it 

seems that he ruled from his ordination in 793 to the year 820 at 

the latest, when the accession of Feidlimid to the kingship of 

Cashel is recorded, and as Artrí’s death is noted the following 

year in 821, it appears that he either abdicated or was forced from 

office.644 Though most regnal-lists place two incumbents 

between Artrí and Feidlimid, these short-lived kings go unnoticed 

by the annals, and their genealogies appear hopelessly confused, 

suggesting that they may have been added by later synthetic 

historians. Indeed, in a regnal-list – which has been dated by 

Dillon to the end of the ninth century – that accompanies the Old 

Irish tale known as Senchas Fagbála Caisil, Artrí is directly 

followed by Feidlimid, indicating that this may have the correct 

order of succession.645 Therefore, Artrí was more than likely still 

king of Munster in 812 when the Irish victory over the Vikings – 

probably fought by Cobthach of Loch Léin as we have seen – 

was recorded in ARF, and, as has been suggested above, it is 

probable that he was the king who sent word of this triumph to 

Aachen, perhaps in the hope of being rewarded by the king’s 

‘royal munificence’, as mentioned by Einhard. Thus, it is 

possible that Artrí may also have been one of the mysterious 

reges Scottorum, and when combined with the possible evidence 

for Charlemagne’s communication with Donnchad Midi, it may 

imply that the Carolingians did not limit their communications to 

a single Irish king, but instead were in contact with both of the 

most powerful kings in the country at this time, the rulers of Leth 

                                                 
644 AI, s.a. 820, 821, pp 124–5. 
645 Byrne, IKHK, p. 215; Charles-Edwards, The Chronicle of Ireland, p. 258 n. 
4; p. 256 n. 3; Myles Dillon (ed. and trans.), ‘The story of the finding of 
Cashel’, Ériu 16 (1952), 61–73, 63, §2, p. 65, p. 70. 
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Chuinn and Leth Moga. This in turn is indicative of the sharp 

political divide that still existed between the north and south of 

the island, despite the fact that by this stage both sides seem to 

have accepted the idea of a kingship of all-Ireland.646 More 

analysis is needed before a firmer conclusion can be reached, but 

it is evident nonetheless that the links between Irish kings and the 

Continent in this period should not be overlooked, and should 

certainly be considered when discussing the island’s political 

history.   

 

Section 5: Irish identity in Irish literature part I: c. 700–c. 

850 

5.1: The fir Érenn in Irish literature 

Leaving political history aside for the moment, it is now time to 

offer an analysis of the literary sources of early Ireland which, 

despite the many pitfalls associated with them, can offer us a 

valuable insight into the perceptions and worldview of society at 

the time. For example, one such text, Táin Bó Fraích, provides us 

with crucial evidence as to how the Irish perceived themselves in 

the eighth century. In this tale, one of the rémscéla or ‘foretales’ 

for the more famous Táin Bó Cúailnge, the hero Fróech seeks the 

hand of Finndabair, the daughter of Ailill and Medb of Connacht, 

who eventually agree that the two should marry provided that 

Fróech bring his cows and participate in their planned attack on 

Cúailnge.647 However, upon returning home he discovers that his 

cattle and family have been taken from him and he journeys to 

the Alps to find them. There he is confronted by a woman 

tending sheep who asks him and his companions where they are 

from (‘can dúib?’). In response to this, Conall Cernach says that 

                                                 
646 See Chapter II Section 3 above. 
647 John O’Beirne Crowe (ed. and trans.), ‘Táin Bó Fraich’, PRIA MSS series 
1:1 (1870), 134–171; Wolfgang Meid (ed.), [translated with the assistance of 
Albert Bock, Benjamin Bruch and Aaron Griffith], The Romance of Froech 
and Findabair or the Driving of Froech’s Cattle: Táin Bó Froích (Innsbruck, 
2015), §§13–24, pp 44–8, 68–72; David Dumville, ‘Ireland and Britain in Táin 
Bó Fraích’, Études Celtiques 32 (1996), 175–87, 175. 
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they are ‘of the men of Ireland (di feraib Hérenn)’, to which she 

replies that, as her mother is of the men of Ireland (‘feraib 

Hérenn’), they should aid her on account of the ‘condalbae’ 

between them. She then directs them towards a female cowherd 

who is also described as being of the men of Ireland, who helps 

them in rescuing Fróech’s wife and three sons.648 Here we see 

quite clearly that the word for a man, ‘fer’, was sometimes used 

to refer to people in general regardless of gender rather being 

specifically reserved for men, reflecting to some degree the usage 

of the cognate Latin word uir.649 Moreover, Fróech and his 

companions are made by the author to identify themselves with 

Ireland and its people in this international setting, rather than 

with the Goídil as a whole. Indeed, Ruairí Ó hUiginn has recently 

pointed to the fact that the later term Éirennaigh, far from being a 

creation of the seventeenth century to express the newfound unity 

of the Gaelic Irish and the Old English, was actually, for the most 

part, synonymous with fir Érenn, which continued to be used on 

occasion by Irish sources in the later Middle Ages and beyond.650 

Intriguingly, Éirennach also appears to have been used as an 

international identifier in this later period, mirroring the earlier 

usage of fir Érenn in Táin Bó Fraích and showing the continued 

primacy of the island in the self-perception of Irish Gaelic-

speakers.651 Of course, we should take care not to overlook the 

persistence of a more ‘regional’ sense of identity amongst the 

protagonists of this tale, as can be seen in the cowherd’s jubilant 

reaction on discovering that Conall Cernach was of the Ulaid. 

Furthermore, men like Columbanus still vividly remembered 

their provincial origins, even after spending decades on the 

                                                 
648 Meid, The romance of Froech and Findabair, §27, p. 49, p. 73. 
649 Oxford Latin Dictionary (Oxford, 1968), s.v. uir, pp 2069–70. 
650 Ruairí Ó hUiginn, ‘Éireannaigh’, C. Breatnach & Ní Urdáil (eds), Aon don 
éigse, pp 45–9. 
651 Ó hUiginn, ‘Éireannaigh’, C. Breatnach & Ní Urdáil (eds), Aon don éigse, 
pp 42–3. 
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Contitnent.652 Nonetheless, over this regional identity in all cases 

we find a strong identification with the island of Ireland, with 

little reference to a wider sense of Gaeldom. Moreover, 

condalbae, the term invoked by the shepherdess in order to 

convince Fróech’s party to aid her, has the primary sense of 

‘affection for kindred’, indicating that the fir Érenn may have 

been conceived as being a single kin-group even at this early 

stage, emphasising their shared sense of identity.653  

However, there is no explicit mention of a supreme king of 

Ireland in Táin Bó Fraích, which could be taken as a sign that an 

all-Ireland political identity was not considered important at the 

time of the text’s creation. Indeed, at one point Ailill and Medb 

mention the ‘kings of Ireland (rígaib Hérenn)’, in the plural, who 

they fear will turn against them if Finndabair is allowed to marry 

Fróech, as she had been pledged to many of them in order to gain 

their support for the Táin Bó Cúailgne.654 Yet there is also an 

interesting reference to the ‘ríg síde nÉrenn’, which can be 

translated as the ‘king of the fairy-mounds of Ireland’.655 Thus, 

Ireland’s Otherworld was viewed as a single political entity, and 

as such it is likely that the author was at least aware of the 

conception of an all-Ireland kingship, even if it is not more 

explicitly referenced in the text. 

The idea of an Irish kingship is more clearly expressed in 

rescension I of Táin Bó Cúailgne itself, in which Ailill of 

Connacht seems to be presented as the king of Ireland. For 

example, alongside Medb he leads the hosts of Ireland, which 

had been gathered from every province except Ulster – though he 

also had with him a band of Ulster exiles led by Fergus mac 

                                                 
652 Meid, The romance of Froech and Findabair, §§ 27–8, pp 73–4; O’Hara & 
Wood, ‘Jonas, The Life of Columbanus’, I.3, pp. 98-102 Krusch, Ionae Vitae, 
I.3, pp 155–8. 
653 eDIL, s.v. condalbae. 
654 Meid, the romance of Froech and Findabair, §15, p. 45, p. 69; the 
musicians of Ireland are also treated as a collective entity, for which see ibid, 
§20, p. 46, p. 71. 
655 Meid, The romance of Froech and Findabair, §20, p. 46, p. 70. 
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Róich – into battle, and at several points in the narrative his 

soldiers are explicitly referred to as the men of Ireland.656 Indeed, 

at one point, a truce is agreed between Ailill and Conchobar, with 

the latter guaranteeing it for the men of Ulster while the former 

guaranteed it on behalf of the men of Ireland and Fergus’s 

exiles.657 This dichotomy between Ulstermen and the men of 

Ireland, which was also encountered in the Airgíalla Charter 

Poem, could imply that Ulster was thought of as being excluded 

from Ireland, at least during the imagined era of the Ulster 

Cycle.658 However, Conchobar at another point is called rí cóicid 

h-Érind, confirming Ulster’s inclusion within Ireland.659 Instead 

of highlighting the uniqueness of Ulster therefore, the exclusion 

of the Ulaid from the men of Ireland in this particular instance 

should be compared to Máel Sechnaill leading the men of Ireland 

against Munster in the ninth century, a dominant king leading the 

majority of the kingdoms of Ireland against a minority who 

refused to acknowledge his overlordship.660 Such a situation is 

also to be found in the ‘A’ recension of the tale known as The 

Expulsion of the Déisi, which has been dated to c. 750.661 In this 

version, Óengus of the Déisi accidentally blinds the king of Tara 

in one eye while killing the king’s son, who had raped Forach, 

Óengus’s niece and fosterchild. In consequence of this, the king 

gathered the men of Ireland, who drove the Déisi from their land 

and into Leinster, where they were welcomed and settled for a 

time, before being driven out once more and into the lands of 

Munster.662 Again we find a dominant king leading the men of 

Ireland against his enemies, and even though the Déisi were 

                                                 
656 Cecile O’Rahilly (ed. and trans.), Táin Bó Cúailnge: Recension I (Dublin, 
1976); see for example p. 4, p. 42, p. 54, p. 61; for translations of these 
passages, see p. 128, p. 162, p. 174, p. 180. 
657 Cecile O’Rahilly, Táín Bó Cúailnge, p. 117, p. 229. 
658 See Chapter II Section 1.4 above. 
659 Cecile O’Rahilly, Táin Bó Cúailnge, p. 110, p. 222. 
660 See Chapter II Section 1.2 below. 
661 Kuno Meyer (ed. and trans.), ‘Expulsion of the Dessi’, Y Cymmrodor 14 
(1901), 101–135; the text is dated by Meyer in Kuno Meyer, ‘Early relations 
between Gael and Brython’, Y Cymmrodor 12 (1897), 55–86, 57–8. 
662 Meyer, ‘Expulsion’, pp 106–7. 
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themselves of the men of Ireland they are never given that title, 

which is used solely for the followers of the king. Therefore, if 

Ailill can pledge on behalf of the men of Ireland, and is leading 

them into battle, it can be inferred that he was perceived as the 

king of Ireland, rather than simply the king of Connacht, despite 

the occasionally tenuous control he had over his army.663 

On the other hand, in Scéla Mucce Meic Da Thó, which is a 

comic tale about a conflict between the men of Connacht and 

Ulster that develops out of a dispute over the right to divide the 

king of Leinster’s roast pig, the term ‘men of Ireland’ is applied 

to the followers of both Ailill and Conchobar.664 However, as 

both of these kings are explicitly presented as equals in strength, 

the author was quite clearly not using the term to convey a sense 

of political overlordship as in Táin Bó Cúailgne, but was instead 

using it to invoke a sense of social and cultural solidarity, much 

as fir Erenn had been used by the author of Táin Bó Fraích, a 

salutary reminder that not all writers actively sought to promote 

the concept of an all-Ireland kingship. 

Nonetheless, the idea of kings leading the fir Érenn into battle 

does appear to have been relatively commonplace in the literature 

of this period, a point reinforced by Aided Con Culainn, which 

has the eponymous hero stand alone against an army composed 

of the men of Ireland and led by several of his fiercest enemies, 

including Erc son of Cairpre, king of Tara. In addition, Cú 

Chulainn’s charioteer, Láeg, and his horse, Liath Macha, are 

called ‘the king of the charioteers of Ireland (rí arad Hérend)’ 

and ‘king of the horses of Ireland (rí ech Hérend)’ respectively, 

while Cú Chulainn himself is implied to be the king of the 

warriors of Ireland.665 As Bettina Kimpton has argued that this 

                                                 
663 Cecile O’Rahilly, Táin Bó Cuailgne, pp 101–2, pp 214–5. 
664 Rudolf Thurneysen (ed.), Scéla Mucce meic Dátho (Dublin, 1935); they are 
presented simply as the kings of Connacht and Ulster, for which see §2, pp 2–
3; for references to the fir Érenn, see §§5–6, pp 6–7, §8, p. 9, §11, p. 11. 
665 Bettina Kimpton (ed. and trans.), The death of Cú Chulainn: a critical 
edition of the earliest version of Brislech Mór Maige Muithemni (Maynooth, 
2009), §18, p. 22; §20, p. 23; for the references to the men of Ireland, see §§6, 
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text in its original form was a work of the early eighth century, 

the use of this formula as a mark of prestige may have been in 

use at an early date. Moreover, even if these designations were 

added later – the text appears to have been revised in the late 

ninth or early tenth century – they can nonetheless be taken as 

evidence that such ideas had become firmly established amongst 

the literati before the end of the Old Irish period.666 

These ideas are also reflected in Aislinge Óenguso, which has 

been assigned to the eighth century by its editor.667 In this tale the 

Dagda’s son Óengus – also known as the Mac Óc – is affected by 

love-sickness due to visions of an unknown woman, described as 

the most beautiful ingen in Ireland, that haunt him at night. This 

sickness is so severe that the ‘physicians of Ireland’ are 

summoned to help diagnose him, but they are unable to do so.668 

Interestingly, Fingen, the physician to Conchobar mac Nessa, is 

only summoned after the failure of the legi Érenn to diagnose 

Óengus, another example of the division made between the Ulaid 

and the rest of the island in these Ulster Cycle tales. However, it 

could be argued that the late summoning of Fingen serves more 

as a plot-device, highlighting Fingen’s position as Ireland’s pre-

eminent physician, rather than emphasising a separate ‘Ultonian’ 

sense of identity. Additionally, much like in the related tale 

known as Tochmarc Étaíne, the Dagda is here referred to as rí 

síde Érenn, again implying a sense of political community 

amongst Ireland’s Otherworld denizens.669 That this title was not 

merely honorific is shown when the Dagda orders the king of the 

Munster síd to search for the beautiful woman who had been 

                                                                                                           
13, 14, 16, p. 11, p. 20, p. 21; for translations of these passages, see p. 35, p. 
40, p. 41.  
666 Kimpton, The death of Cú Chulainn, p. 9. 
667 Francis Shaw, (ed.), The dream of Óengus: Aislinge Óenguso (Dublin, 
1934), p. 37. 
668 Shaw, Aislinge Óenguso, §§1–2, pp 43–5. 
669 Shaw, Aislinge Óenguso, §5, pp 48–50; for a discussion of Tochmarc 
Étaíne see Chapter III Section 4.3 below. 
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haunting Óengus.670 But, political matters appear to become more 

confused when the Dagda visits Ailill and Medb in Connacht. 

Here, instead of directly summoning Ethal, the king of the síd of 

Connacht, he asks his mortal hosts to invite him to Crúachu. 

However, Ethal refused this invitation as he did not wish to give 

his daughter to Óengus, indicating that the Dagda’s rule was not 

universally accepted. In the end though Ethal is brought to heel 

by an expedition jointly led by Ailill and the Dagda, and a pact of 

cairdes is agreed between the three of them.671 Clearly then, even 

if his supposed subordinates did defy the wishes of the Dagda, he 

was still portrayed as powerful enough to be able to secure their 

allegiance, highlighting his status as the island’s dominant 

supernatural king. Of course, we must be wary of inferring too 

much about the political ideology of the period from works of 

fiction, but it is nonetheless significant that the Dagda’s power is 

acknowledged and enforced on an all-Ireland level. 

 

Section 5.2: The portrayal of Alba in Irish literature 

However, there are also tales which show kings active outside of 

Ireland, as can be seen in Compert Mongáin, one of a collection 

of Old Irish stories on the adventures of this particular hero. Here 

we find an example of cairdes which extends across the North 

Channel as Aedán mac Gabráin, the seventh-century king of Dál 

Riata, is said to have entered into such a treaty with Fiachna 

Lurgan, king of the Ulaid and his historical contemporary.672 

Because of this bond Fiachna is summoned by Aedán to help him 

fight the Saxons in Britain, an encounter which ends in a victory 

for the allies thanks to the intervention of Mannanán mac Lír. 

                                                 
670 Shaw, Aislinge Óenguso, §6, pp 50–1; additionally, the king of the Munster 
side is famed throughout all of Ireland for his knowledge, again displaying the 
perception of the island as a single entity.  
671 Shaw, Aislinge Óenguso, §§9–13, pp 55–63. 
672 Nora White (ed. and trans.), Compert Mongáin and three other early 
Mongán tales (Maynooth, 2006), p. 25, pp 71–2, pp 78–9; for more on 
Fiachna, see Edel Bhreathnach, ‘Baile Chuinn Chétchathaig: Prosopography 
(I)’, Edel Bhreathnach (ed), The kingship and landscape of Tara, pp 162–212, 
pp 192–3.   
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This tale, though clearly a work of fiction, nonetheless appears to 

reflect a certain degree of historical reality, as Fiachna does 

indeed appear to have fostered a close relationship with Dál Riata, 

and his brother may have even fought with Aedán against the 

Anglo-Saxons.673 Therefore, Ireland was not isolated from the 

political upheavals of its neighbours, and it should be borne in 

mind that many kings, but especially those in the north of the 

island, retained close links with their Gaelic counterparts in 

Britain. Additionally, as has been discussed above, it is possible 

that some of these northern kings may have had an interest in the 

Isle of Man, as can be seen in the cryptic Old Irish tale known as 

Forfess Fer Falgae, which tells of an expedition made by the 

Ulstermen from Emain Macha against the Fer Falgae, whom a 

gloss within the text equates with the Manx.674 The tale, featuring 

the likes of Cú Chulainn and the Fomoiri – possibly one of the 

only pre-Viking references to the latter – is clearly unhistorical, 

yet it may reflect the historical interest shown by the Ulaid in 

Man, which is evident both before and after the period discussed 

in this thesis.675  

 Yet, despite these overseas interests, Ireland is almost always 

envisioned as a political singularity, as can be seen in Tucait 

Baile Mongáin, another of the Mongán tales. Here a ‘great 

assembly (dál már)’ of the men of Ireland is said to have taken 

place at Uisnech in the year of the slaying of Túathal Máelgarb 

and the taking of the kingship by Diarmait [mac Cerbaill].676 That 

Diarmait – or perhaps Túathal – was the one who presided over 

                                                 
673 Bhreathnach, ‘Prosopography (I)’, eadem (ed.), The kingship and 
landscape of Tara, pp 192–3; AT, pp 162–3 [Felinfach reprint, pp 122–3].  
674 Kuno Meyer (ed.), ‘Mitteilungen aus irischen Handschriften’, ZCP 8 
(1912), 559–65, 564–5; for the date of this text as well as a list of relevant 
literature see Ó Corráin, Clavis Litterarum Hibernensium iii, p. 1391; for more 
on links between Ireland and the Isle of Man see Chapter II Section 1.5 above. 
675 AU, 577.5, 578.2, pp 89–90; for more on the later political connections 
between Ulster and Man, see Seán Duffy, ‘Emerging from the mist: Ireland 
and Man in the eleventh century’, Peter Davey, David Finlayson (eds), 
Mannin Revisited: twelve essays on Manx culture and environment (Edinburgh, 
2002), pp 53–61.  
676 White, ‘Tucait Baile Mongáin’, eadem (ed.), Compert Mongáin, p. 77, p. 
83. 
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this assembly is evident from the venue of the gathering, Uisnech 

being located in the heart of Southern Uí Néill territory. 

Therefore, though Diarmait’s kingship is not explicitly named, it 

seems quite clear that he must have been seen as the king of 

Ireland if he was able to gather all of the men of Ireland in one 

place. Moreover, the fact that only the men of Ireland were said 

to have attended this dál once again highlights the perceived 

political division between the Irish and the Goídil of Britain. 

Indeed, this lack of Gaelic political unity is evident in Compert 

Mongáin, where Aedán’s forces are specifically referred to as the 

fir nAlban rather than the Goídil, despite the presence of the 

Ulaid in his army. This suggests that, in the mind of the author of 

the Mongán tales at least, Aedán’s insular identity and his postion 

as an Albanach were more important than a wider sense of 

Gaelicness.677 

This relationship between Ireland and Britain is also explored 

in Táin Bó Fraích, as can be seen at the beginning of the tale, 

where Fróech was said to have been the most beautiful of the 

men of Ireland and Alba, and both countries were said to be full 

of his renown and stories about him.678 It should be noted here 

however that, though the term Alba originally referred the entire 

island of Britain, the word was undergoing a semantic shift in the 

Old Irish period and could be used in a more narrow sense to 

refer specifically to northern Britain. Furthermore, as Dauvit 

Broun has recently shown, the term could on occasion be 

restricted even further to refer to Pictland, meaning there are 

three possible translations for this term, complicating the matter 

still further.679 In elucidating its meaning in Táin Bó Fraích, we 

are wholly dependent on the only other reference to Alba in the 

story, which is in connection with three of Fróech’s cows, which 
                                                 
677 White, ‘Compert Mongáin’, eadem (ed.), Compert Mongáin, §7, p. 71. 
678 Meid, The romance of Froech and Findabair, §§1–2, p. 41. 
679 Dauvit Broun, ‘Britain and the beginning of Scotland’, Journal of the 
British Academy 3 (2015), 107–137, 122–3; Idem, Scottish independence and 
the idea of Britain: From the Picts to Alexander III (Edinburgh 2007), pp 79–
84. 
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were to be found ‘i nAlbain tuaiscirt’ amongst the Cruthnechu 

(i.e. the Picts).680 Thus, as these people were said to have been 

based in the north of Alba, it is a likely inference that the word in 

this context maintained its older sense of Britain, though there is 

also the possibility that the author was referring to northern 

Pictland.  

Be that as it may, it is clear that the author is explicitly 

associating the Picts with Alba, and on this point the poem which 

concludes the account of Níall Noígíallach’s death preserved in 

the Yellow Book of Lecan (YBL) should be noted. Though the 

prose is Middle Irish, the poem itself has been dated by Meyer to 

the beginning of the ninth century, and is the oldest surviving text 

that we possess on the subject.681 It mostly discusses Níall’s 

physical features, but two stanzas in particular highlight the 

political issues raised by Níall’s death:  

 

Sirfit Saxain sunda sair/ Érendaich áin, Albanaig/ iar ndíth Néill 

maic Echach áin/ ba garbdomna n-athchomsáin   

 

 Saxain srúamaig a ngretha/ buidnib Longbard do Letha/ ón úair 

dorochair in rí Gaidil, Cruithnig dochraidi.682      

 

Máire Ní Mhaonaigh has suggested that the English in this poem 

may be a literary representation of the Vikings, who had become 

a serious threat to both the religious and lay communities at this 

time.683 Alternatively, it could refer to one of the many different 

                                                 
680 Meid, The romance of Froech and Findabair, §25, p. 48. 
681 Kuno Meyer (ed. and trans.), ‘Totenklage um König Niall Noígiallach’, 
Kuno Meyer et al. (eds), Festschrift Whitley Stokes zum siebzigsten 
Geburtstage am 28. Februar 1900 gewidmet (Leipzig, 1900), pp 1–6; for an 
English translation of this poem, see Idem, Gaelic Journal 10 (1900), 578–80; 
Kuno Meyer, ‘Stories and songs from Irish manuscripts V: How King Niall of 
the Nine Hostages was slain’, Otia Merseiana 2 (1900–1901), 84–92, 85. 
682 Meyer, ‘Totenklage’, pp 4–5. 
683 Máire Ní Mhaonaigh, ‘Níall Noígíallach’s death-tale’, John Carey, Máire 
Herbert, Kevin Murray (eds), Cín Chille Cúile: Texts, saints and places, 
essays in honour of Pádraig Ó Riain (Aberystwyth, 2004), pp 178–91, pp 
190–1.  
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traditions surrounding Níall’s death, which stated that he was 

shot by English arrows while he was amongst the Picts.684 The 

use of the term ‘Erendaich’ is also of interest, being – if Meyer’s 

dating is accurate – one of the earliest recorded uses of the term. 

Interestingly, here too we can see the term used in an 

international context, further supporting Ó hUiginn’s theory. 

Moreover, the fact that both the Irish and the Albanaig were 

predicted to suffer after Níall’s death is worthy of comment. In 

the oldest extant traditions surrounding how Níall acquired his 

epithet ‘Noígíallach’, it is said that he took five hostages from 

Ireland – probably representing the five cóicid of the island – and 

four from Alba, perhaps symbolising the four gentes that were 

said by Bede to inhabit Britain.685 Yet, while it is possible that 

this is implying Níall’s overlordship over the entirety of Britain 

as well as Ireland, the second verse would seem to imply that the 

poet specifically had northern Britain in mind – where these four 

gentes lived side by side – rather that the island as a whole.686 

This second stanza continues in much the same vein as the 

first: the English will attack the Goídil and the Cruithnig in the 

aftermath of Níall’s death, adding that in this they will have the 

support of Lombards from Latium. Furthermore, the phrasing of 

this section also implies that the poet saw Níall as a king who 

exercised power over both the Picts and the Goídil, potentially 

making this one of the first texts to put forward the idea of a 

kingship over the Goídil as a whole. However, it seems likely 

that the author, in using the terms Goídil and Cruithnig, was in 

fact employing synonyms for Érendaich and Albanaig 

respectively, which he had used in the first stanza.687 If this is 

                                                 
684 Ní Mhaonaigh, ‘death-tale’, Carey et al. (eds), Cín Chille Cúile, p. 180. 
685 Ní Mhaonaigh, ‘death-tale’, Carey et al. (eds), Cín Chille Cúile, p. 183; 
Meyer, ‘How King Niall’, 87. 
686 These were the Angli, Scotti, Picti and Britones, for which see Plummer. 
‘Baedae Historia Ecclesiastica’, I.1, p. 11; Sherley-Price, Bede, I.1, p. 38. 
687 This would then mean that the Cruithnig mentioned are to be equated with 
the Picts rather than the Cruithin who inhabited Ulaid. I am very grateful to Dr 
Immo Warntjes for his kind assistance in interpreting this poem. 
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indeed the case, it is surely significant that the Goídil and the 

Picts can simply be equated with these two lands, perhaps 

reflecting the dominant position of Gaelic-speakers in Ireland and 

the Picts in Alba. Moreover, while there is still the possibility that 

Alba here may refer more narrowly to Pictland, it is tempting to 

see it as an allusion to the entire area under the sway of the 

Pictish overking, which in this period would have included the 

likes of Dál Riata.688 A new critical edition of this hitherto 

neglected poem is thus badly needed in order to make sense of its 

use of ethnic terminology, but its apparent equation of the term 

Goídil with Érennaig is nonetheless worth noting as it once more 

suggests that early medieval writers drew a clear distinction 

between the fir Érenn and the Goídil of Britain.689 

As for Níall’s conquests abroad, it is interesting to note that 

several other kings are also recorded as leading military 

expeditions overseas in ninth-century literary works, suggesting 

perhaps that kings at this time were expanding their horizons 

beyond Ireland. However, as the kings in these tales are almost 

invariably placed in the pre-Christian past, and as their conquests 

are usually temporary and do not outlast their respective reigns, 

they do not appear to reflect any contemporary ambitions to 

incorporate lands beyond Ireland’s shores. For example, in the 

originally ninth-century regnal-list known as Baile in Scáil, new 

territories that are gained overseas are never retained by the 

conqueror’s successors. On the other hand, the kingship and 

sovereignty of Ireland are envisioned as fixed and immutable, 

passing from incumbent to incumbent until the Second Coming 

and the end of time.690 Indeed, in later versions of the story 

Níall’s conquests are inflated to such a degree that he now rather 

unrealistically raids as far as Rome and obtains the hostages of 
                                                 
688 For more on this intriguing suggestion, see Thomas Charles-Edwards, 
‘Picts and Scots: a review of Alex Woolf, From Pictland to Alba: 79 –1070’, 
Innes Review 59/2 (Autumn, 2008), 168–88, 184–5. 
689 However, there are occasional references in the literature to a joint kingship 
of Ireland and Alba, for which see Chapter III Section 4.3 below. 
690 See Chapter III Section 4.3 below. 
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the Britons, Saxons, Albanaig – who are now specifically the 

inhabitants of the new kingdom of Alba – and the Franks, 

suggesting that Níall was simply being presented as a uniquely 

successful warlord, rather than as a specific model to be emulated 

by his descendants.691 

Irish connections with Alba are also explored in the set of 

narratives surrounding Conall Corc, the legendary founder of 

Cashel. For example, in the tale known as Conall Corc and the 

Corco Loígde (CCCL), Conall is sent to Alba by Crimthann mac 

Fidaig, who was jealous of this young upstart and who, so the 

text says, was goaded into doing so by his wife, who had been 

unable to obtain intercourse with the young hero. Specifically, he 

is sent to the king of the Picts (Cruthentúathe) with a shield 

bearing an ogam inscription which only Crimthann and the 

Pictish king can understand, which calls for Conall to be put to 

death. Thankfully for him, he encounters Gruibne – whom he had 

earlier ransomed in Leinster and who had subsequently fled to 

Alba – who is able to read and alter the message. Now, instead of 

ordering Conall’s execution, the inscription contains information 

to Conall’s benefit, and he is received with open arms by the king 

of the Picts, who gives him his daughter in marriage. Conall then 

stays with his father-in-law for seven years, forgetting all about 

Ireland. However, when offered the ‘kingship of Alba (rigin-

Alpan)’ on the condition that he would not return to his homeland, 

Conall regained his memory and decided to return to Munster, 

establishing himself in Cashel.692 

What makes this text so interesting is its emphasis on the 

emigration of Irishmen to Alba, in this case specifically to Pictish 

territory rather than the Gaelic kingdom of Dál Riata. 

Immigration to Alba is also reflected in the early version of 
                                                 
691 Meyer, ‘How King Niall’, 87, 90. 
692 Vernam Hull (trans.), ‘Conall Corc and the Corco Luigde’, Proceedings of 
the Modern Language Association of America 62/4 (December, 1947), 887–
909; for the original Irish see Kuno Meyer, ‘Conall Corc and the Corco 
Luigde’, Osborn Bergin, R.I. Best, Kuno Meyer, J.G. O’Keeffe (eds), 
Anecdota from Irish manuscripts vol. III (Halle & Dublin, 1910), pp 57–63. 
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Loinges mac nUislenn, when Noísiu and his brothers also flee 

there after eloping with Deirdriu and take service with its king.693 

Alba thus appears to have been a relatively popular destination 

for those who had fallen foul of the authorities in Ireland. Again 

however we encounter the problem of the meaning of Alba, a 

question which is to some degree dependent on the dating of a 

given text. In the case of Loinges mac nUislenn, its editor 

Vernam Hull suggested that it may have been a work of the 

eighth century, which had been revised c. 1000.694 On the other 

hand, Máire Herbert has argued that should be placed in the 

transition period from Old to Middle Irish, and if this is the case, 

the rí Alban of the text should most definitely be seen as king of 

northern Britain, rather than as ruler of the entire island.695 As for 

CCCL, which has been securely dated to c. 700 and thus well 

before the emergence of the kingdom of Alba, the kingship 

offered to Conall still appears to be located in the north of Britain, 

rather than over the island as a whole. This is to be seen not only 

in the fact that he was offered this kingship while residing 

amongst the Picts, but also by the fact that his wife, the daughter 

of the Pictish king, is at one point called ingen ríg Alban.696 

Therefore, c. 700, the territory controlled by the Picts could be 

referred to as Alba, strengthening Broun’s argument that this 

term – in some cases at least – represents a translation of the 

native Pictish word for their homeland.697 

                                                 
693 Vernam Hull, (ed. and trans.), Loinges mac n-Uislenn: The exile of the sons 
of Uisliu (New York, 1949), pp 45–6. 
694 Hull, Loinges mac n-Uislenn, pp 29–30. 
695 Máire Herbert, ‘The universe of male and female: a reading of the Deirdre 
story’, Cyril J. Byrne, Margaret Harry, Pádraig Ó Siadhail (eds), Celtic 
languages and Celtic Peoples: Proceedings of the Second North American 
Congress of Celtics Studies (Halifax, Nova Scotia, 1992), pp 53–64, p. 53. 
696 Hull, ‘Corco Luigde’, 895; Kuno Meyer, ‘Conall Corc and the Corco 
Luigde’, p. 58. 
697 Hull, ‘Corco Luigde’, 889–892; Ó Corráin, Clavis Litterarum 
Hibernensium iii, p. 1351; both Byrne and Bhreathnach specifically date this 
work to the reign of Cathal mac Finnguine, for which see F.J. Byrne, ‘Dercu: 
the feminine of mocu’, Éigse 28 (1995), 42–70, 46–8; Bhreathnach, ‘Caput 
Scotorum?’, 85 n. 113; Broun, Scottish independence and the idea of Britain, 
pp 79–84. 



 197 

Even more intriguingly for a text of this era, Conall is said to 

have assumed the sovereignty of Ireland, which centred upon him 

in his stronghold of Cashel, in the fertile southern plain of Mag 

Femen. Indeed, Crimthann mac Fidaig, his predecessor, is even 

explicitly called rí Érenn, and he also appears to have been based 

in Munster.698 In Cath Cinn Abrot too, which has been dated to 

the first half of the ninth century, Lugaid mac Con, another king 

of Munster provenance, is said to have seized the kingship of 

Ireland, reinforcing the notion that support for such a concept 

was to be found across the island, and was not limited to the Uí 

Néill and their clerical supporters.699 

Returning to CCCL, Conall’s druid was said to have 

convinced the Cruithnig to give hostages to his master, and based 

on this it could be argued that Conall was here taking hostages 

from the Picts and extending his overlordship beyond Ireland’s 

shores, mirroring Níall’s overseas conquests as recounted in his 

death-tale.700 However, as these hostages were given after Conall 

had landed in Ireland, it seems more likely that the Cruithnig in 

question were in fact the Dál nAraidi of Ulster, rather than his 

wife’s people. Nevertheless, it is clear that the Picts, and north 

Britain more generally, played an important role in early Irish 

literature, and this probably reflects the high degree of interaction 

and cultural exchange between the Goídil and the Picts which 

had been ongoing since at least the time of Columba.701 Indeed, 

as Hector Chadwick and others have argued, there appears to 

have been a significant settlement of Gaelic-speakers in Pictland 

from perhaps the seventh century, evidence for which is provided, 

                                                 
698 Hull, ‘Corco Luigde’, 897; Meyer, Conall Corc’, p. 59. 
699 Máirín O’Daly (ed. and trans.), ‘Cath Cinn Abrot’, eadem (ed.), Cath 
Maige Mucrama: The Battle of mag Mucrama (Dublin, 1975), pp 88–93; for 
the dating of this text, see p. 18. 
700 Hull, ‘Corco Luigde’, 897; Meyer, ‘Conall Corc’, p. 59; for more on this 
see Chapter III Section 4.3 below. 
701 Sharpe, Adomnán of Iona, p. 33; Herbert, ‘Rí Éirenn, Rí Alban’, Simon 
Taylor (ed.), Kings, clerics and chronicles in Scotland 500–1297, p. 67. 
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amongst other things, by the presence there of the Gaelic Uí 

Choirpri in CCCL.702 

Moreover, Thomas Owen Clancy has posited that Nechtan 

mac Der-Ilei, the Pictish king who famously received a letter 

from Bede’s abbot Ceolfrith, was in fact a member of Dál Riata 

on his father’s side, reinforcing the notion that the Picts were 

exposed to heavy Gaelic influence from an early stage.703 

Furthermore, Bede himself preserves a Pictish origin myth which 

has their ancestors sail directly from Scythia – homeland of the 

Goídil in the Lebor Gabála Érenn tradition – to Ireland.704 There 

they were refused permission to settle by the Scotti, but were told 

to go to Britain, where there would be plenty of room for them to 

settle. However, should they encounter any opposition, the Scotti 

– who at this stage had not colonised Britain themselves – 

pledged to come to their aid, though Bede makes no mention of 

any battles being fought. Yet the connection between the two was 

not limited to a simple military alliance. As the Picts brought no 

women with them, they asked for wives from the Irish, who 

consented on the condition that, should any dispute arise, a king 

was to be chosen from the female line rather than the male, which 

Bede famously says was still a custom amongst the Picts in his 

own day.705 Furthermore, as Clancy notes, Peanfahel, the only 

Pictish place-name provided by Bede, is probably bilingual and 

contains both British and Gaelic elements.706 Thus, the Picts 

could be seen as being to some degree part of the Gaelic cultural 

                                                 
702 Hector Munro Chadwick, Early Scotland: The Picts, the Scots, and the 
Welsh of southern Scotland (Cambridge, 1949), p. 96; Thomas Charles-
Edwards, ‘Picts and Scots’, 185.  
703 Thomas Owen Clancy, ‘Philosopher-King: Nechtan mac Der-Ilei’, Scottish 
Historical Review 83 (2004), 125–149, 142–3.  
704See Chapter III Section 4.1 below; Archibald Duncan sees this original 
myth as an original composition by Bede or his informer, for which see 
Archibald A.M. Duncan, ‘Bede, Iona, and the Picts’, R.H.C. Davis, J.M. 
Wallace-Hadrill et al. (eds), The writing of history in the middle ages: essays 
presented to Richard William Southern (Oxford, 1981), pp 1–42, p. 4.   
705 Plummer, ‘Baedae Historia Ecclesiastica’, I.1, pp 11–2; Sherley-Price, I.1, 
pp 38–9. 
706 Thomas Owen Clancy, ‘Philosopher-King: Nechtan mac Der-Ilei’, 142, 
145–6. 
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world – which would also help to explain the Pictish king’s 

presence at Birr – and those close cultural ties were then reflected 

in the literary tales like CCCL, which further attest to the 

significant level of intercourse across the North Channel in the 

Old Irish period. 

 

Section 5.3: Orthanach ua Coílláma 

Interestingly, we also possess three poems from a named writer, 

Orthanach ua Coílláma, which have been dated to this period. 

Despite the reservations expressed by Carney, the author of these 

poems should more than likely be identified with the eponymous 

bishop of Kildare – whose obit is recorded in the annals c. 840 – 

owing to their distinct focus on Brigit and the history of 

Leinster.707 The most famous of these poems is known either by 

its opening line as ‘Slán seiss, a Brigit co mbúaid’ or as ‘Hail 

Brigit’, the title Meyer gave it in his 1912 edition. As these 

names would suggest, the poem is dedicated to St Brigit, whose 

eternal glory is contrasted with the fleeting power of the earthly 

princes of Mag Life before her.708 However, despite the poem’s 

use of a common ecclesiastical motif of the victory of the 

spiritual world over the temporal, the kings enumerated by 

Orthanach are not portrayed in an especially negative light. On 

the contrary, Orthanach appears to revel in the ‘high renown’ of 

these earthly kings and extols the virtues of their reigns, in 

contrast to the more overtly triumphalist tone of the prologue to 

the Félire Óengusso, which revels in their demise.709 Orthanach 

thus appears to be making the point that, even though these great 

kings of the past covered themselves in glory and were in fact 

                                                 
707 James Carney, ‘The dating of early Irish verse texts, 500–1100’, Éigse 19 
(1982), 177–216, 183–4; F.J. Byrne, ‘Church and politics, c.750–c.1100’, NHI 
vol. I, pp 656–679, p. 672; AFM, s.a. 839 [840], pp 458–61; AClon, s.a. 837 
[840], pp 137–8; AR, §240, p. 167. 
708 Kuno Meyer, (ed. and trans.), Hail Brigit: an Old Irish poem on the Hill of 
Alenn (Halle & Dublin, 1912); for Meyer’s dating of the poem see pp 10–11. 
709 Meyer, Hail Brigit, §12, pp 14–15; Whitley Stokes (ed. and trans.), The 
Martyrology of Oengus the Culdee (London, 1905), pp 17–31. 
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praiseworthy rulers, they could never come close to rivalling 

Kildare’s foundress, hence the opening line of the poem, which 

Meyer translates as ‘Sit thou safely enthroned, triumphant Brigit’. 

As bishop of Kildare, Orthanach’s praise for his patron saint is 

hardly surprising, but his incorporation of what can only be 

described as Leinster propaganda is worthy of note. Orthanach 

explicitly names several of these kings – all of Leinster 

provenance – as rulers of Ireland, indicating that he was aware of 

and supported such a concept, actively attempting to link the 

ancestors of the current kings of Leinster to it, perhaps suggesting 

their own ambitions – however unrealistic they may have been in 

reality – to ‘regain’ this title, or at least to prove that they were 

worthy of it.710 

Intriguingly, Orthanach’s other surviving poems also display 

a pronounced interest in secular matters. Of these, Byrne has 

argued that one, ‘masu de chlaind Echdach aird’, was written in 

the 780s to commemorate the newfound alliance between the 

Laigin and Donnchad Midi.711 If this dating is correct, the poem’s 

reference to the Goídil would provide evidence of the importance 

of this identity in the pre-Viking era, which can also be glimpsed 

in the late eighth-century annals.712 Alongside this reference to 

Gaelic identity, the poem also makes several statements which 

could be linked to an all-Ireland kingship. For example, a certain 

Lugaid is referred to by the text as a tríath, which as we have 

seen implies sovereignty over the entire island, as does the phrase 

‘ó muir co muir’, which occurs in a partially illegible stanza.713 

That Donnchad should be mentioned by name in the concluding 

stanza raises the interesting possibility that Orthanach was 

                                                 
710 Meyer, Hail Brigit, §6, §13, §17, pp 12–17. 
711 Byrne, ‘Church and politics’, NHI vol. I, pp 671–2; Kuno Meyer, (ed.), 
‘Orthanach úa Coílláma cecinit’, ZCP 11 (1917), 107–113; though Orthanch’s 
death is recorded over fifty years later it is at least theoretically possible that 
he wrote this poem in his youth, a position which is reinforced by a reference 
to Donnchad Midi in another poem ascribed to Orthanach, for details of which 
see below. 
712 For a fuller discussion of this evidence see Chapter III Section 3 below. 
713 See the Introduction above. 
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associating the Uí Néill king with these legendary kings of the 

island, and perhaps suggests that Donnchad himself was keen to 

associate his kingship with that of all Ireland.714 The poem also 

appears to make political claims in the ecclesiastical sphere, 

stating that Patrick was over all of Ireland, while Brigit was 

specifically over its south.715 This reflects to some degree the so-

called ‘pact’ between Armagh and Kildare found in the Liber 

Angeli, and if the author of the poem was truly bishop of Kildare 

it provides important evidence that by the time of its composition 

this church had renounced its all-Ireland pretensions and 

acknowledged the supremacy of the Patrician familia.716  

‘A chóicid choín Chairpri Crúaid’, the final poem attributed 

to Orthanach, is more explicit in its focus on the kingship of 

Ireland, but intriguingly does not limit the title to a single 

provincial overkingdom, awarding it to kings of Leinster, 

Connacht and the Uí Néill.717 This is despite the fact that the 

main focus of the poem appears to be on the great battles won by 

the Leinstermen throughout their history. Therefore, even though 

regnal-lists could be altered in the interests of propaganda, it 

appears that, by the early ninth century at least, there was a 

relatively fixed canon of legendary kings of Ireland which was 

acknowledged across the provinces, once more suggesting that 

the idea of the kingship of Ireland was well-known and accepted 

across the island.718 Furthermore, as this poem also contains a 

version of Níall Noígíallach’s death-tale which acknowledges 

him as king of both Ireland and Alba, it provides added support to 

Meyer’s dating of Níall’s Totenklage poem to the early ninth 

century.719  

                                                 
714 Meyer, ‘Orthanach’, §6, p. 108, §28, p. 110, §34, p. 110. 
715 Meyer, ‘Orthanach’, §31, p. 110. 
716 Etchingham, Church organisation, pp 118–19. 
717 Máirín O’Daly (ed. and trans.), ‘a chóicid choín Chairpri Crúaid’, Éigse 10 
(1961–3), 177–97; O’Daly believes that §§31–6 may be later interpolations 
and as such they will not be discussed here; O’Daly, ‘a chóicid’, pp 178–9. 
718 For a discussion of these regnal ‘canons’, see Mc Carthy, Irish Annals, pp 
273–4. 
719 See Chapter II Section 5.2 above; O’Daly, ‘a chóicid’, §18, p. 185. 
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Section 5.4: Irish identity in eighth- and ninth-century 

hagiography 

References to the kingship of Ireland are also to be found in the 

hagiographical literature of the time. In the Vita Tertia of Patrick 

for example, which Byrne and Francis have dated to the second 

half of the eighth century, the saint is once more made to 

confront Loíguire, the king of Tara, who, though as terrified by 

Patrick’s power as he was in Muirchú’s account, refuses to 

convert and remains an obstinate pagan.720 In addition, though 

Muirchú had said that the Uí Néill king held the kingship of 

almost the entire island, the Vita Tertia explicitly asserts that his 

rule in fact extended throughout all of Ireland, suggesting that the 

idea of an all-Ireland kingship had become firmly established in 

the minds of the literati in the century between these two texts. 

This is further attested by the inclusion, as in Tírechán, of 

Patrick’s blessing of Conall son of Níall and his translation of the 

kingship from Loíguire to Conall’s descendants. As this kingship 

is now clearly that of the entire island, it appears that the author 

of this text approved of the idea of a single Irish over-kingdom 

ruled over by the Uí Néill, once again indicating the significance 

of this office to an eighth-century audience.721                                    

Interestingly however, the Life of Áed mac Bricc – one of the 

O’Donohue Lives which Sharpe has dated to the period 750–850 

– portrays a somewhat different situation.722 In this account, Áed, 

whose father was of the Uí Néill and whose mother was from 

Munster, is called upon by the king of the Uí Néill to make peace 

between his parents’ peoples. The reason for the disturbance in 

                                                 
720F.J. Byrne and Pádraig Francis, (trans.), ‘The Two Lives of Saint Patrick: 
Vita Secunda and Vita Tertia’, JRSAI, 124 (1994), 5–117; for their dating of 
the text see p. 8; Ludwig Bieler (ed.), ‘Vita Tertia’, idem, Four Latin Lives of 
St Patrick (Dublin, 1971), pp 118–190, p. 148. 
721 See Chapter II Section 2 above. Bieler, ‘Vita Tertia’,  p. 136, pp 149–50. 
722 Sharpe, Medieval Irish Saints’ Lives, p. 329; for extended discussion, see 
pp 297–339. The O’Donohue Lives encompass the following Vitae: Ailbe, the 
Vita Prior of Molua, Fintan of Clonenagh, Fínán of Kinnitty, Ruadán, Áed 
mac Bricc, Cainnech, the Vita Prior of Munnu, Colmán Élo and possibly 
Columba of Terryglass. 
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relations between the two is said to have been the wish of the 

king of Munster to reduce his Uí Néill rivals to a state of 

subordination. This Áed is able to prevent, despite the opposition 

of the Munster king, who, after gathering his army, felt like he 

should make use of it by attacking his northern rivals. In doing so, 

Áed once more demonstrates the superiority of the holy man over 

the king, who is forced into accepting the peace for which Áed 

had asked.723 The reference to a king of Munster intending to 

invade Uí Néill lands is perhaps an indication that this Vita was 

composed in the first half of the ninth century, when Feidlimid 

mac Crimthainn was trying to assert his power on the Irish 

stage.724 This date is reinforced by the appearance later on in the 

text of Galli, who seize a religious man named Fínán but are 

unable to sail until they have released him, a clear allusion to the 

Viking raids of the time.725 If this is the case, the Life gives a 

fascinating insight into the contemporary perception of Feidlimid 

amongst the Uí Néill, especially those living near the boundary 

between the two kingdoms, where Áed’s church was located.726 

Indeed, Áed’s insistence that the Munster king’s power will not 

extend over ‘gentem meam’ – by which he means the Uí Néill, 

his father’s people – until the Day of Judgement echoes the 

language of the Additamenta following the Northumbrian 

invasion of Brega, and hints at the anxiety felt about Feidlimid’s 

expansionist tendencies at this time. Additionally, the fact that 

this Vita portrays an Uí Néill saint subjugating Munster may have 

also been one of the factors that influenced Máel Sechnaill’s 

decision to hold a rígdál at Ráith Áeda meic Bricc in 859, where 

he made ‘peace and amity’ between the men of Ireland and 

                                                 
723 William W. Heist (ed.), ‘Vita Sancti Aidi’, idem (ed.), Vitae Sanctorum 
Hiberniae: ex codice olim Salmanticensi nunc Bruxellensi (Brussels, 1965), pp 
167–181, §1, pp 167–8, §§8–9, pp 169–70. 
724 See Chapter II Section 3 above. 
725 Heist, ‘Vita Sancti Aidi’, §49, p. 181. 
726 Elizabeth Fitzpatrick, ‘The landscape of Máel Sechnaill’s rígdál at Ráith 
Áeda, AD 859’, Tom Condit, Christiaan Corlett (eds), Above and beyond: 
Essays in memory of Leo Swan (Bray, 2005), pp 267–80, p. 267. 
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confirmed Uí Néill dominance over the southern province, 

suggesting that this work may have had a wide intended audience, 

including those outside of the saint’s own monastic familia.727  

The extensive interactions between Munster and Leth Chuinn 

are also noted in the Life of Ailbe, Munster’s premier saint. 

Intriguingly, this text acknowledges northern ecclesiastical 

suzerainty over Munster affairs, as the hagiographer has Ailbe 

come to Cashel, where he meets Óengus mac Nad Froích, 

legendary king of Munster, and St Patrick, who offers him the 

spiritual leadership of all the men of Munster, placing Óengus’s 

hand in his.728 Though Ailbe is baptized in the text by Palladius, 

before the coming of Patrick, and despite the fact that the 

introduction to the Life describes him as ‘Ireland’s other Patrick 

(Hibernie insule alter Patricius)’, the Munster saint is thus quite 

clearly made his subordinate, evidence of the widespread 

popularity of Patrick’s cult and his importance as a unifying 

symbol of Irish identity.729 Yet, while Ailbe’s authority is 

expressly limited to the Munstermen, his miracles were not 

confined to the southern province, and in one instance he was 

able to temporarily rid all of Ireland of grief and death, 

highlighting his credentials as one of the major saints of the 

island as a whole.730 

Indeed, even if these saints favoured certain kings and certain 

dynasties over others, one thing that many of their Lives share is 

an interest in the cross-provincial dealings of their protagonist. 

For example, in the Life of Ailbe, though he was intimately 

                                                 
727 See Chapter III Section 1.2 below. 
728 Heist, ‘Vita Sancti Albei’, §29, p. 125. 
729 Heist, ‘Vita Sancti Albei’, §1, p. 118; §3, pp 118–9. 
730 Heist, ‘Vita Sancti Albei’, §45, pp 128–9; the same emphasis on Ireland 
when recording the deeds of saints can also be found in several of what 
Charles Edwards has dubbed ‘the Northern Lectionary Lives’, for which see 
William W. Heist (ed.), ‘Vita Altera Sancti Lugidi seu Moluae’, Idem (ed.), 
Vitae Sanctorum, pp 382–388, §39, p. 388; William W. Heist (ed.), ‘Vita 
Sancti Dagaei’, Idem (ed.), Vitae Sanctorum, pp 389–394, §16, p. 392; 
William W. Heist (ed.), ‘Vita Sancti Mochtei’, Idem (ed.), Vitae Sanctorum, 
pp 394–400, §6, p. 396; Thomas Charles-Edwards, ‘The Northern Lectionary: 
a source for the Codex Salmanticensis?’, Jane Cartwright (ed.), Celtic 
Hagiography and Saints’ Cults (Cardiff, 2003), pp 148–60, p. 148, p. 158. 
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linked with Munster and the rulers of Cashel, the holy man was 

also active in Connacht, as can clearly be seen in Ailbe’s blessing 

of a previously sterile river in the province which then became 

full of fish, as a result of which the saint was given five cella 

there.731 He also blessed the house of a certain Connachtman who 

had sought his aid, prophesying that it would last until the Day of 

Judgement.732 Similarly, in the Vita Prima of St Brigit – which 

has been dated by some scholars to the eighth century and by 

others to the seventh – that saint is also seen to exercise rights in 

Connacht, declaring as a child that much of the region would be 

hers.733 Admittedly, these two are major saints, and so could be 

expected to have had interests across the island, even if their 

paruchia were mainly concentrated in Munster and Leinster 

respectively. But, even comparatively minor saints like Colmán 

Élo had dealings with the Uí Néill, Munster and Leinster in his 

Vita.734 This of course, as Charles-Edwards has pointed out, is 

partially due to geography, as most of the O’Donohue Lives are 

concerned with saints who set up their monasteries in the 

southern midlands, an area shared between four provincial 

kingdoms.735 Yet geographical proximity was not the only reason 

for this constant interaction. As the Life of Munnu demonstrates, 

certain sections of society, but especially clerics, regularly 

traversed political boundaries. For example, Munnu himself was 

born among the Cenél Conaill branch of the Uí Néill, but in his 

youth he was blessed in Mide by a cleric travelling from 

Connacht, before becoming a student under Comgall at Combur 

Dá Glass, which appears to have been in the north of the country. 

                                                 
731 Heist, ‘Vita Sancti Albei’, §43, p. 128.  
732 Heist, ‘Vita Sancti Albei’, §44, p. 128. 
733 Seán Connolly (trans.), ‘Vita Prima Sanctae Brigitae: Background and 
historical value’, JRSAI 119 (1989), 5–49, p. 16; Hochegger, ‘Vita Prima 
Sanctae Brigidae auctore anonymo’, eadem, Untersuchungen, pp 100–201, p. 
104. 
734 William W. Heist (ed.), ‘Vita Sancti Colmani’, idem (ed.), Vitae Sanctorum, 
pp 209–224. 
735 Charles-Edwards, ‘The Northern Lectionary’, Cartwright (ed.), Celtic 
Hagiography, p. 148. 
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He then moves to study with Columba at ‘Kyll Mair Diathrib’ 

before moving once more to study with Fintan of Daminis in 

Lough Erne. From there he travels to Iona but soon returns to 

Ireland where, after many wanderings, including a brief sojourn 

in Munster, he eventually founds Tech Munnu in southern 

Leinster, the place of his resurrection.736 Though the account of 

his travels may have been influenced by the desire to bring 

Munnu into contact with noteworthy saints like Comgall and 

Columba, it nonetheless shows that Irishmen were willing to 

travel far to study under a well-known teacher, as Columbanus 

had done. Indeed, so prevalent was this tendency that the law-

tracts included a grade known as the Deorad Dé, the ‘exile of 

God’, who was a cleric operating outside of his native region as 

part of his peregrinatio.737 Morerover, this ‘footloose’ attitude 

may have also influenced the decision to refer to these saints as 

sancti Hiberniae – a phrase which occurs at several points in 

these narratives – as many of them founded churches outside of 

their native province.738 What served to connect them therefore 

was the island of Ireland itself and their over-arching identity as 

members of the fir Érenn. 

 Interestingly, these Lives also shed light on the relations 

between the Irish and their near-neighbours. For example, St 

Cainnech is said to have frequently gone to Britain, and even 

healed the daughter of the Pictish king who was apparently living 

on Iona.739 Others had dealings with the rex Britanniae and his 

family, and in one instance some of the British, led by their 

                                                 
736 Heist (ed.), ‘Vita Prima Munnu’, idem (ed.), Vitae Sanctorum, pp 198–209; 
for the location of Cell Mór Díthruib, see Sharpe, Life of St Columba, n. 209 p. 
317; Hogan, Onomasticon, p. 286. 
737 Charles-Edwards, ‘The social background’, 53 [Otherworld voyage reprint, 
p. 103]; for the honour-price of a Deorad Dé, see Binchy, ‘Bretha Crólige’, §4, 
6–7. 
738 Examples include Brendan of Clonfert, Munnu, Mo-Chutu and Finán of 
Kinnitty. 
739 Heist, ‘Vita Sancti Cainnechi’, §25, p. 188; interestingly, Cainnech was 
said to possess much gold as he was frequently in Britain, a tantalising 
glimpse into trading relations between the two islands, for which see ibid, §53, 
p. 196. 
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magus, even settle in Conaille Muirthemni, among whom was 

Mochta, the patron of the church at Louth.740 Though this 

migration may simply be a literary invention, it is important to 

note that peoples from outside of Ireland were present on the 

island in both religious and secular contexts.741 Indeed, Patrick, 

the most famous of Irish saints, was himself not of the fir Érenn 

by birth, indicating that even those not born on the island could 

still be considered amongst the sancti Hiberniae. On this point, it 

should be borne in mind that many of these foreign saints – 

including Mochta, Patrick and possibly Finnian of Movilla – 

were actually British by birth, and thus would have been raised in 

a similar cultural environment to that found in Ireland, meaning it 

may have been easier for them to assimilate into their host 

society than other outsiders.742 Be that as it may, these Vitae 

clearly attest to close cultural and spiritual ties between the two 

islands, encapsulated in Fintan of Daminis’s acclamation as 

‘virum sapientissimum totius Hiberniae et Britanniae’.743 But, 

such international pre-eminence was only reserved for a very 

small elite of the clergy, as seen in Mochta’s prediction about 

Columba: ‘cui non tantum Hibernia, sed etiam Britannia serviet 

(who [Columba] will serve not only Ireland, but Britain as 

well)’.744 Having such a position was clearly considered 

exceptional. 

                                                 
740 Heist, ‘Vita Sancti Mochtei’, §1, pp 394–5; references to the rex Britanniae 
are found in William W. Heist (ed.), ‘Vita Sancti Eogani’, idem (ed.), Vitae 
Sanctorum, pp 400–404, §1, p. 400; Heist, ‘Vita Sancti Ruadani’, §10, p. 163. 
741 See Chapter II Section 2.2 above; more famously, Bede refers to the 
English scholars who came to study in Ireland, of whom some – most notably 
Ecgberht – stayed for life, for which see Plummer, ‘Baedae Historia 
Ecclesiastica’, III.27, pp 191–2; Sherley-Price, Bede, III.27, p. 191. 
742 Pádraig Ó Riain, ‘Finnian of Movilla’, idem (ed.), A Dicitonary of Irish 
Saints (Dublin, 2011), pp 321–24; for a useful summary of the debate 
surrounding Finnian’s origins, see Ó Riain, ‘Finnian’, p. 323 n. 9; Charles-
Edwards, ECI, p. 291 n. 48. Britons were present in Ireland in such numbers 
that they were considered by the law-tracts as the typical outsider, for which 
see Charles-Edwards, ‘The social background’, 47 [Otherworld voyage reprint, 
pp 97–8]; William Neilson Hancock et al. (eds), AL iv, p. 284. 
743 Heist, ‘Vita Prior Munnu’, §6, p. 199. 
744 Heist, ‘Vita Sancti Mochtei’, §16, p. 399. 
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Links with Britain were not the only ones emphasised 

however, and many of these saints were led by their 

hagiographers to Rome where they venerated the martyrs, with 

some even being consecrated by the pope.745 In the case of 

Columba of Terryglass – whose Life may or may not be one of 

the O’Donohue Lives – the saint also makes a stop at Tours to 

venerate the shrine of St Martin, again highlighting the 

importance of this saint for the Irish and demonstrating their 

close connections with western Gaul.746 Evidently, the Irish also 

valued their links with Continental Christians and especially with 

the papacy, and did not see themselves as a separate ‘Celtic 

Church’ as some have argued.747 However, this did not mean that 

they were identical to all other Christians in Rome. For instance, 

when Ailbe and his fifty companions arrived there, all the 

peregrini from Ireland who were among the Romans came to him 

so that they might read in his company.748 Thus, a sense of 

solidarity and collective identity amongst the men of Ireland was 

still preserved even in an international Christian context. 

Moreover, the fact that these men are specifically said to have 

been of Ireland, and not of the Scotti, is also worth noting. 

Therefore, in this period, as we saw with Táin Bó Fraích, it 

seems that some writers at least saw the fir Érenn as an ethnicity 

that would have manifested itself and been understood outside of 

Ireland. Of course, as can be seen amongst the Irish in the 

Carolingian world, many still chose to identify as Scotti, and the 

importance of this socio-linguistic element of Irish identity 

                                                 
745 In the O’Donohue Saints’ Lives, three protagonists (Ailbe, Cainnech and 
Columba of Terryglass) actually visit Rome themselves, while a fourth Life 
(Mo-Lua) mentions a trip to Rome that did not directly involve the saint, for 
which see Heist, ‘Vita Sancti Albei’, §§4–9, pp 119–20; Heist (ed.), ‘Vita 
Sancti Cainnechi’, §§6–8, pp 183–4; William W. Heist (ed.), ‘Vita Sancti 
Columbae, abbatis de Tír dá Glas’, idem (ed.), Vitae Sanctorum, pp 225–233, 
§7, p. 226; Heist (ed.),‘Vita Prior Sancti Lugidi seu Moluae, §64, p. 144. 
746 Heist, ‘Vita Sancti Columbae, abbatis de Tír dá Glas’, §§7–9, pp 226–7; for 
a fuller discussion of this Life see Sperber, ‘one saint, two fathers’, 171–99. 
747 See, for example, Myles Dillon and Nora K. Chadwick, The Celtic Realms 
(first published, London, 1967; second edition, London, 1972), esp. pp 168–73. 
748 Heist, ‘Vita Sancti Albei’, §15, p. 122. 
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should not be forgotten.749 However, it is nonetheless quite clear 

that the Irish literati of the eighth and early ninth centuries 

preferred to identify their protagonists as the men of Ireland who, 

in some cases at least, were ruled over by a dominant king, and 

this partiality towards an all-Ireland kingship was to continue into 

the latter half of the ninth century and beyond. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
749 Sven Meeder, ‘Irish scholars and Carolingian learning’, Flechner & Meeder 
(eds), The Irish in early medieval Europe, pp 179–94, p. 184.  
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CHAPTER III: THE INTENSIFICATION OF IRISH 

IDENTITY: 847–919 

 

 

Section I: Máel Sechnaill 

1.1: Tomrair and the Viking threat 

The deaths of Feidlimid and Níall Caille within a year of each 

other presented a golden opportunity for Máel Sechnaill – the 

Clann Cholmáin dynast who had become king of Mide following 

the death of his father Máel Ruanaid – to assert himself as the 

island’s dominant king. This he was to do with spectacular 

success, becoming the first Uí Néill king known to have taken the 

hostages of Munster, which he did on no less than three separate 

occasions. What is more, Máel Sechnaill, as has been mentioned 

above, was also the first ruler since Loingsech mac Óengusso in 

the early eighth century to be acknowledged as king of Ireland in 

AU, and he is explicitly stated to have led the men of Ireland into 

battle and to have made peace between them. In addition, Máel 

Sechnaill was also the first to stake his claim to the kingship of 

Ireland in stone, as can be seen on several of the famous High-

Crosses scattered across the midlands. Therefore, it is clear that 

the actions of this king of Tara in many ways mark a break with 

what went before, and by analysing the annalistic record of his 

reign and the reigns of his successors up to 919, it is possible to 

observe an increase in the ambitions of these kings, who now not 

only claim to be kings of Ireland, but also actively pursue 

recognition of this title at an all-Ireland level on a much more 

frequent basis. 

However, at this early stage of his regin even his position in 

his Southern Uí Néill heartland was far from secure, highlighted 

by the battles he fought in 846 and 847 against the king of Loch 

Gabor and the ‘sons of death’ of Inis Muinnremair 
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respectively.750 Moreover, it appears that he also faced significant 

opposition from the Vikings, with whom he would struggle for 

the rest of his reign. The threat that they continued to pose to 

Irish kings is seen most clearly in the Annals of St Bertin, which 

form a continuation to ARF and deal mostly with West Frankish 

affairs.751 In 847 they record that the Northmen made tributaries 

of the Scotti and ‘got control of the islands around Ireland, and 

stayed there without encountering any resistance from 

anyone.’752 There is no corresponding entry in any of the Irish 

sets of annals under the year 847, where the only Viking-related 

activity mentioned was a major defeat inflicted on a certain 

Agnonn, who may have come from Dublin, by Cerball mac 

Dúnlainge, king of Osraige, a battle in which twelve hundred 

were said to have fallen.753 As such, this entry in ASB has for the 

most part been ignored by Irish historians, and when it has been 

mentioned by scholars it has instead frequently been connected 

with hypothetical events in Britain. For example, Alex Woolf 

asserts that the entry ‘almost certainly refers to the southern 

Hebrides and may reflect the conquest of the island portion of 

Dál Riata and the end of the kingdom.’754 

However, the identification of these islands with the Hebrides 

does not fit the Latin used by the ASB author – who has been 

identified as Prudentius of Troyes for this period of the text’s 

history – who quite clearly states that the islands were 

circumquaque, or ‘on every side’ of an unspecified place, a place 

which all scholars – Woolf included – have equated with 

Ireland.755 If Ireland is to be inferred here then the entry must 

                                                 
750 AU, 846.7, 847.3, pp 304–7; O’Flynn, The operation and organisation, p. 
213. 
751 Nelson, ASB, pp 4–5. 
752 Nelson, ASB, s.a. 847, p. 65; the Latin reads: ‘Scotti a Nordmannis per 
annos plurimos impetiti, tributarii efficiuntur, insulis circumquaque positis 
nullo resistente potiti immorantes’, Waitz, Annales Bertiniani, s.a. 847, p. 35. 
753 AU, 847.4, pp 306–7; AFM, s.a. 845 [847], pp 474–5. 
754 Alex Woolf, From Pictland to Alba: 789–1070 (Edinburgh, 2007), p. 100.  
755 Nelson, ASB, pp 7–9; ‘Circumquaque’, J.F. Niermeyer (ed.), Mediae 
Latinitatis Lexicon Minus vol. I (Leiden, 1976), p. 182; for examples of 
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refer to more than just the Hebrides, which lie off Ireland’s 

northeastern coast and do not surround the island. Moreover, an 

additional difficulty for the Hebrides theory is provided by the 

work of Dícuil, an Irish scholar who was active in the courts of 

Charlemagne and Louis the Pious. In his geographical treatise De 

mensura orbis terrae – which was completed around the year 825 

– Dícuil mentions islands which lie ‘around (circum) our island 

of Ireland’ but the Hebrides are explicitly not included in this 

category, and are instead attached to Britain, meaning  that 

Prudentius may not have been referring to the Hebrides at all in 

the 847 entry.756 Of course it is eminently possible that 

Prudentius did not have the same geographical conception of this 

area as Dícuil, who appears to have been resident there for some 

time, and instead thought of the Hebrides as belonging to Ireland. 

But, as the two were contemporaries and attached to Louis’s 

court, he just may have been familiar with the Irish scholar’s 

work, and he may have actually had in mind the ‘small and 

minimal’ islands lying about Ireland mentioned by Dícuil, rather 

than the more substantial Hebrides. 

This is not as improbable as it may appear at first sight. 

Recent archaeological research, particularly off Ireland’s western 

coast, has shown that numerous small islands contain 

considerable evidence of Viking inhabitation, and many of the 

artefacts that have been uncovered have been dated to the ninth 

century. 757 Therefore, it is possible that the 847 entry is in fact 

referring to this settlement process, rather than the collapse of 

Dál Riata. This would then also imply that the Scotti who were 

                                                                                                           
scholars assuming that this place must have been Ireland, see Nelson, ASB, s.a. 
847, p. 65; Waitz, Annales Bertiniani, p. 35 n. 1. 
756 J.J. Tierney (ed.) (with contributions by Ludwig Bieler), Dicuili liber de 
mensura orbis terrae (Dublin, 1967), VII.6, pp 72–3; the Latin reads: ‘Circum 
nostram insulam Hiberniam sunt insulae, sed aliae paruae atque aliae 
minimae’; For Dícuil’s own dating of the poem, see IX.13, pp 102–3. 
757 For a detailed analysis, see Eamonn P. Kelly, ‘Vikings on Ireland’s Atlantic 
shore’ Paul MacCotter, Julianne Nyhan, Emer Purcell & John Sheehan (eds), 
Clerics, kings and Vikings: essays on medieval Ireland in honour of 
Donnchadh Ó Corráin (Dublin, 2015), pp 276–90. 
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made into tributaries in this year were not the Dál Riata, but were 

instead based in Ireland. Sadly though there is once again no 

direct evidence from the Irish sources to support this supposition. 

However, the entry may still contain a kernel of truth, as shall be 

seen below.758 

In contrast to this sparse evidence for the events of 847, the 

entry in ASB for 848, which details a major victory won by the 

Scotti against the Vikings, matches up well with the Irish 

annalistic entries for the same year, when no less than four battles 

were recorded, all ending in Viking defeats, and, if the estimates 

of the annalists are to be believed, heavy Viking casualties.759 Of 

these battles, one was gained by Máel Sechnaill at Forach, where 

seven hundred men were apparently slain. O’Donovan, and 

following him F.J. Byrne, identified this site as lying near Skryne, 

deep within Brega and in the vicinity of the symbolically 

important hill of Tara.760 On the other hand, both Hogan and Paul 

Walsh drew attention to another location, in the modern barony 

of Corkaree in Westmeath near Lough Owel, and it is the latter, 

located close to Clann Cholmáin’s core territory, that is to be 

preferred.761 Another battle was won by an alliance of the 

Munstermen – headed by Feidlimid’s successor Ólchobor – and 

the Leinstermen at Sciath Nechtain, which has been identified 

with a site not too far from Castledermot, an area dominated by 

the Uí Muiredaig branch of the ruling Uí Dúnlainge dynasty to 

which Lorcán, the king of Leinster at the time, belonged.762 The 

Eóganacht Chaisil, a people located in the Munster heartland of 

                                                 
758 For a discussion of the payment of tribute by the Goídil to the Vikings in 
853, see Chapter III Section 1.2 below. 
759 AU, 848.4, 848.5, 848.6, 848.7, pp 306–7; the Latin of the ASB entry reads 
as follows: ‘Scotti super Nordmannos irruentes, auxilio domini nostri Iesu 
Christi victores, eos a suis finibus propellunt. Unde et rex Scottorum ad 
Karolum pacis et amicitiae gratia legatos cum muneribus mittit, viam sibi 
petendi Romam concedi deposcens.’; Waitz, Annales Bertiniani, s.a. 848, p. 
36; Nelson, ASB, s.a. 848, p. 66; for more on this entry see Chapter III Section 
1.3 below. 
760 AFM, note z, pp 474–5; Byrne, IKHK, p. 262. 
761 Hogan, Onomasticon, p. 429; Paul Walsh [Pól Breathnach], ‘Another place 
name in Westmeath’, The Irish book lover 28/3 (Sep. 1941), 54–6. 
762 Byrne, IKHK, p. 150. 
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Mag Femen, recorded a further victory at Dún Maíle Túile, 

which has yet to be identified, though both Kevin Murray and 

Mary Valante have tentatively suggested a location in eastern 

county Limerick.763 CGG – which has been shown by Máire Ní 

Mhaonaigh to contain a genuine annalistic stratum – states that 

Ólchobor was also present at this battle, which, when taken 

together with the participation of the Eóganacht, suggests that the 

Viking army constituted a significant threat to the southern 

province.764 The final battle was won by Tigernach, king of Loch 

Gabor in southern Brega, who defeated the Vikings in the 

oakwood of Dísert Do-Chonna, the location of which is now 

unknown. However, as this battle was fought in a wooded area, it 

is possible that he was ambushing the remnants of the army that 

had been defeated by Máel Sechnaill and who were fleeing back 

to their stronghold of Dublin, but this is mere conjecture.765 

Nevertheless, though there remains the possibility that these were 

separate Viking enterprises, the synchronised timing of these 

battles, coupled with the fact that they were fought in the 

heartlands of major provincial kingdoms, would suggest a 

concerted assault by the Vikings against their opponents. 

Intriguingly, the presumed leader of the Viking army at 

Sciath Nechtain, Tomrair, is given the rank of jarl and is noted as 

the tánaise of the king of Laithlind by the annals.766 Jaski has 

drawn attention to this, noting that, though a jarl was considered 

a powerful military leader, ‘nowhere is the title connected with 

                                                 
763 Mary Valante, The Vikings in Ireland: settlement, trade and urbanization 
(Dublin, 2008), p. 44 n. 42; however, as Ólchobor went on in the same year to 
besiege the Viking settlement at Cork, it is perhaps more likely that the raiding 
party had come from the south rather than the west. 
764 J.H. Todd (ed. and trans.), Cogadh Gaedhel re Gallaibh: The War of the 
Gaedhil with the Gaill (London, 1867), pp. 20-1; Máire Ní Mhaonaigh, 
‘Cogad Gáedel re Gallaib and the annals: a comparison’, Ériu 47 (1996), pp 
101–26. 
765 AU, 848.6, pp 306–7; Paul Byrne suggests that, as this wood was connected 
to a monastic settlement, Tigernach may have actually been reacting to raids 
carried out by the Vikings on churches in the area rather than proactively 
attacking them, for which see Paul Byrne, Certain Southern Uí Néill kingdoms, 
p. 124. 
766 AU, 848.5, pp 306–7. 
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royalty.’767 With regard to his designation as tánaise ríg, this is 

intriguingly the first instance of the term in the annals, and it is 

used to describe a non-Irish lord. Jaski argues that its use here 

signifies that Tomrair was the appointed representative or deputy 

of the king of Laithlind, the location of whose kingdom has been 

the subject of much historical debate, with locations in northern 

Britain and Norway, amongst others, being suggested.768 Yet, 

regardless of its actual situation, it appears that Tomrair’s 

position gave him great authority within Irish Viking society, and 

his death created something of a power-vacuum, as under the 

year 849 we find the following entry: ‘A naval expedition of 

seven score ships of adherents of the rí Gall came to exact 

obedience from the Gaill who were in Ireland before them, and 

afterwards they caused confusion in the whole country’.769 These 

claims to supremacy do not appear to have been universally 

recognised, and the annal entry for 851, recording conflict 

between the Finngenti and the Dubgenti – the first appearance of 

these terms – may hint at the continued reluctance of some to 

submit to these newcomers, with further conflict recorded the 

following year.770 Whether this rí Gall should be equated with 

the rí Laithlinde mentioned the previous year is debatable, but it 

is surely no coincidence that this attempt to secure power in 

Ireland immediately followed Tomrair’s death. In addition, it is 

also noteworthy that the first recorded references to intra-Viking 

conflict in Ireland, and the apparent emergence of the two 

factions more commonly known as the Dubgaill and the 

Finngaill, can be dated precisely to the period between Tomrair’s 

death and the arrival of Amlaíb, when Ireland’s Vikings 

                                                 
767 Bart Jaski, Early Irish kingship and succession (Dublin, 2000), p. 262. 
768Jaski, Early Irish kingship and succession, p. 262; for a fuller discussion of 
this position see ibid, pp 247–76; Donnchadh Ó Corráin, ‘Vikings in Ireland 
and Scotland in the ninth century’, Peritia 12 (1998), pp 296–339; cf. Colmán 
Etchingham, ‘The location of historical Laithlinn/Lochla(i)nn: Scotland or 
Scandinavia?’ Mícheál Ó Flaithearta (ed.), Proceedings of the seventh 
symposium of Societas Celtologica Nordica (Uppsala, 2007), pp 11–31. 
769 AU, 849.6, pp 306–7. 
770 AU, 851.3, 852.3, pp 310–11. 
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apparently lacked a leader with strong connections to Laithlind, 

suggestive of that kingdom’s powerful influence over them.771  

A further piece of evidence which may point towards 

Tomrair’s overall importance is provided by the fact that 

Ólchobor left his kingdom and fought to defend the Leinstermen 

against Tomrair and his army, even though, as we have seen, 

Munster was also hard-pressed by Viking raids. He even stayed 

afterwards to help demolish a Viking fort, if CGG is to be 

believed.772 Although, as we have seen, he may have also 

defeated the Vikings at Dún Maíle Túile, it seems that his 

presence at the battle of Sciath Nechtain was considered much 

more significant. This is shown by AI, an annalistic compilation 

which, though primarily focused on Munster affairs, does not 

even mention the encounter at Dún Maíle Túile, yet it does 

record Sciath Nechtain, and includes a notice of the death of jarl 

Tomrair.773 Clearly, Tomrair was a figure of some importance, 

whose death was held to be of great significance by 

contemporaries.774  

Admittedly, the level of control Tomrair exercised over his 

fellow Vikings is difficult to gauge accurately, but it appears that, 

nominally at least, it must have been vast indeed. This is 

suggested not only by the outbreak of hostilities between rival 

                                                 
771 For the outbreak of conflict between the Dubgaill and Finngaill, see AU, 
851.3, 852.3, pp 310–11; interestingly, Horm, who is mentioned as leader of 
the Dubgaill in 852 in FA, was killed in Wales in 856 by Rhodri Mawr of 
Gwynedd, suggesting that he and his followers may have been displaced from 
Ireland following the arrival of Amlaíb in 853 for which see FA, §235, pp 90–
5, AU, 856.6, pp 314–5; see Chapter III Section 1.2 below. 
772CGG, §21, pp 20–1; there has been some discussion surrounding the 
location of this fort, with some favouring Oughterard in northern Kildare. 
However, I agree with Todd in identifying it with a hill in the vicinity of 
Casteldermot, the same area as the battle of Sciath Nechtain itself, for which 
see CGG, p. lxviii n. 1; cf. Lenore Fischer, A county by county reference list 
for Viking activities in Ireland as described in the annals [Only available 
online at www.vikingage.mic.ul.ie/pdfs/c7_viking-activity-in-ireland-by-
county-in-annals.pdf]. 
773 AI, s.a. 848, pp 130–1. 
774 For the intriguing suggestion that Tomrair was well-known in Francia and 
that his death was the main reason the Irish embassy of 848 was sent, see 
Etchingham, ‘Names’, Bolton, Sigurðsson (eds), Celtic-Norse relationships, p. 
34. 
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groups of Vikings after his death which was discussed above, but 

also by the events surrounding the coming of Amlaíb, described 

as a son of the king of Laithlind, in 853. It seems that Amlaíb 

was able to secure the submissions of the Vikings who were in 

Ireland before him relatively easily, and on top of this he also 

secured the payment of tribute (cís) from the Goídil.775 It has 

been suggested by Charles-Edwards that this entry reflects a 

difference in the treatment of the Gaill and Goídil by this new 

ruler, with the former being treated as privileged free clients 

while the latter were treated as more subservient base clients. 

This may very well be the case, though as the verb used to 

describe the submission of the Vikings – ‘gíallaid’ – also has the 

more technical meaning of ‘to become a base-client’, it is 

possible that the two groups were in fact treated no differently 

from one another.776 Additionally, though the annals do not 

specify the groups who submitted, it is unlikely that Amlaíb 

secured the tribute of all of the Goídil. Even so, it must surely 

have been seen as a significant event by contemporaries as it is 

the only recorded instance of tribute-payment to the Vikings in 

the Irish annals in the ninth century, and the use of the word cís 

to describe the tribute paid to Amlaíb perhaps implies that it was 

more than a once-off payment.777 It could be argued that Amlaíb 

was following in the footsteps of Tomrair in doing this, as this 

episode bears a striking similarity to the payment of tribute by the 

Scotti recorded by ASB in 847. If Tomrair had in fact secured 

widespread tribute in 847, then the battles of 848 may have been 

                                                 
775 AU,  853.2, pp 312–3; the fact that these Vikings were termed Gaill Érenn 
suggests that, even if the Gaill formed a separate Viking group under the 
command of the rí Gall, they had no qualms about recognising the suzerainty 
of Laithlind when circumstance demanded it; moreover, it also shows that at 
this stage there was already a group of Vikings that was being explicitly 
identified with the island itself. 
776 Thomas Charles-Edwards, ‘Irish warfare before 1100’, Thomas Bartlett & 
Keith Jeffery (eds), A military history of Ireland (Cambridge, 1996), pp 26–51, 
p. 48; Jaski, Kingship and Succession, pp 103–4; Marilyn Gerriets, ‘Kingship 
and exchange in pre-Viking Ireland’, CMCS 13/2 (Summer, 1987), 39–72, 47; 
eDIL, s.v. gíallaid. 
777 Charles-Edwards, ‘Celtic kings: “priestly vegetables”?’, pp 76–9; AU,  
853.2, pp 312–3. 
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triggered by the refusal on the part of the Irish to continue to pay 

tribute to the Vikings, though this of course is merely speculation. 

Be that as it may, it nonetheless appears that an alliance had 

been formed between the kings of Tara, Leinster and Munster to 

combat the threat posed to them all by the Vikings.  This is self-

evident in the case of the latter two, who fought together at Sciath 

Nechtain, but the fact that Máel Sechnaill and Ólchobor curiously 

parallel one another after these victories by launching attacks 

against two major Viking strongholds means we should not 

completely rule out the possibility of co-operation between 

Ireland’s two strongest kings. On this point, it is interesting to 

note that Etchingham interprets Amlaíb’s attack against Lismore 

in 867 as revenge for the actions of the Déisi, who had sacked the 

Viking settlement at Youghal and killed the leader of the Cork 

Vikings. This would suggest that Amlaíb was acting to protect 

the latter’s interests, hinting at the existence of an alliance 

between Cork and Dublin and strengthening the argument that 

Máel Sechnaill and Ólchobor had allied with each other to 

counter this danger.778 

 

Section 1.2: Máel Sechnaill’s reign after 848 

However, despite Tomrair’s death and the outbreak of internal 

strife, the Vikings continued to launch raids against their 

neighbours, as seen in 849 when the king of the Mugdorna, who 

had retired to a religious life, was killed.779 Interestingly, they 

also began to encourage rebellion amongst the subordinates of 

their adversaries, as seen in the case of Cináed mac Conaing, the 

king of the Ciannachta and the most powerful dynast of Síl 

nÁedo Sláine, the longstanding rivals of Máel Sechnaill’s Clann 

Cholmáin dynasty. With the aid of the Vikings, Cináed 

                                                 
778 CS, s.a. 848, 849, pp 148–9; Colmán Etchingham, Viking raids on Irish 
church settlements in the ninth century: a reconsideration of the annals 
(Maynooth, 1996), p. 55; for more on these events see Chapter III Section 2.1 
below. 
779 AU. 849.10, pp 308–9. 



 219 

‘plundered the Uí Néill from the Shannon to the sea… he 

deceitfully sacked the island of Loch Gabor… and the oratory of 

Treóit, with seventy people in it, was burned by him.’780 As the 

Vikings were now divided, they needed to rely on Gaelic allies 

and dissension amongst their enemies. However, this ‘rebellion 

(frithtuidecht)’, as the annals put it, did not last long, and the 

following year, Cináed was ‘cruelly drowned in a pool’ by Máel 

Sechnaill and Tigernach, king of Loch Gabor, whose lands had 

been particularly targeted in this attack. But, this act of 

vengeance created further trouble for Máel Sechnaill. According 

to the Banshenchus, a twelfth-century text detailing the family 

connections of historical and legendary Gaelic women, Cináed’s 

father, Conaing mac Flainn, was married to the sister of Áed 

Findliath, the king of the Northern Uí Néill. Though it only lists 

one of her sons, Flann mac Conaing, who would succeed Cináed 

as king of northern Brega, it is possible that this woman was the 

latter’s mother as well, which would help to explain Áed 

Findliath’s tempestuous relationship with Máel Sechnaill.781 

The Vikings themselves continued to launch occasional raids 

against nearby churches and kingdoms in the early 850s, as 

evidenced by the killing of a king of Fir Rois and a raid on 

Armagh, but the intensity of their attacks appears to have 

dropped off markedly at this time, probably as a result of their 

own internal struggles, which absorbed much of their energies. 

Indeed, they were so weakened by this conflict that the 

Ciannachta on their own were able to defeat them twice in the 

same month in 852, showing that, divided, they were no longer 

the great threat that they were four years previously.782 

                                                 
780 AU, 850.3, pp 308–9. 
781 Margaret C. [rectè E.] Dobbs (ed.), ‘The Ban-Shenchus (suite) [Part II]’, 
Revue Celtique 48 (1931), 163–234, 186; for the close relationship between a 
man and his maternal uncle at this time, see Thomas Charles-Edwards, ‘Some 
Celtic kinship terms’, BBCS 24/2 (May 1971), 105–122, 115. 
782 AU, 851.3 851.7 852.2 852.3 852.8, pp 310–3; Etchingham, Viking raids on 
Irish church settlements, pp 14–6. 
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However, all this changed in 853 with the coming of Amlaíb, 

who was able to reunite the warring Viking factions under his 

rule and turn them once more into one of the foremost powers in 

Irish politics. It was perhaps due to the reappearance of this threat 

that Máel Sechnaill took the hostages of Munster the following 

year, during what Byrne calls an interregnum in the kingship of 

that province, between the death of Ailgenán in 853 and the 

accession of Máel Guala in 856.783 Intriguingly, according to the 

later evidence of AFM, Máel Sechnaill took their hostages due to 

the opposition they showed him ‘at the instigation of the 

foreigners (a h-ucht echtaircheinel)’, though of course he could 

also have been simply exploiting Munster’s vulnerability.784 This 

was the first time that a king of Tara was recorded taking the 

hostages of the southern province, but it seems that the 

arrangement did not last long as two years later Máel Sechnaill 

was again in Munster to take its hostages, this time presumably 

from the newly inaugurated Máel Guala.785 

It is possible that this act precipitated conflict with the 

Northmen, for, in the same year, the annals record ‘Great warfare 

between the heathens and Máel Sechnaill, supported by Gall-

Goídil.’786 As Byrne again points out, the word used by the 

annals for ‘warfare’, cocad, was rare. Generally the word bellum 

was used, which referred only to a single battle. What appears to 

have begun at this point therefore was a full-scale war between 

the two sides rather than just a once-off clash, and this warfare 

appears to have continued right up until Máel Sechnaill’s death in 

862. As to the identity of Máel Sechnaill’s Gall-Goídil allies, 

their exact origins remain something of a mystery, though many 

historians have favoured the idea that they were of mixed Viking-

                                                 
783 AU, 854.2, pp 312–3; Byrne, IKHK, p. 264. 
784 AFM, s.a. 852 [854], pp 310–11.  
785 AU, 856.2, pp 314–5. 
786 AU, 856.3, pp 314–5. 
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Gaelic parentage.787 Yet, it is also possible that they were simply 

ethnically mixed warbands comprising of both Gaill and Goídil 

who were hired as mercenaries by Máel Sechnaill to fight in this 

cocad.788 Be that as it may, the rout inflicted on these Gall-Goídil 

by Áed Findliath at Glenn Foichle in modern county Tyrone is 

perhaps the first battle that can be linked to this war.789 As stated 

earlier, Áed was probably the uncle of Cináed mac Conaing who 

had been drowned by Máel Sechnaill, and in the early 860s Áed 

is to be found raiding the lands of Mide with the assistance of the 

Vikings and his nephew Flann, Cináed’s brother. It is easy 

enough, therefore, to imagine him taking the side of the Vikings 

against Máel Sechnaill, his supposed overking, even at this early 

stage of the conflict. Furthermore, the location of this battle, in 

the heartland of Cenél nEógain, indicates that it was the Gall-

Goídil who were on the offensive, and perhaps suggests that 

Máel Sechnaill was trying to bring his northern cousin more 

tightly under his control.790  

Also recorded under the year 856 in CS is the slaying of 

Gormán mac Lónain, rígdamna Caisil, by the heathens at Loch 

Cenn.791 Though the brevity of the entry makes it impossible to 

say with certainty, this could also be linked to the war between 

Máel Sechnaill and the Vikings, especially as this notice is 

recorded in the margins of CS directly after the entries detailing 

Máel Sechnaill’s taking of Munster’s hostages and the outbreak 

of war with the Gaill. The site of this slaying, in the very 
                                                 
787 See for example Clare Downham, ‘The break-up of Dál Riata and the rise 
of the Gallgoídil’, Howard B. Clarke, Ruth Johnson (eds), The Vikings in 
Ireland and Beyond, pp. 189-205; David Dumville, The churches of North 
Britain in the first Viking-Age (Whithorn, 1997), pp 26–9. 
788 Such a warband may very well have been responsible for the death of the 
abbot of Linn Duachaill in 842, for which see AU, 842.10, pp 300–301; Byrne, 
IKHK, p. 264.  
789 AU, 856.5, pp 314–5; for the location of this battle, see AFM, p. 488, note u.  
790 It is possible that this expedition may have been launched in retaliation for 
Áed’s attack on the Ulaid – who appear to have had good relations with Máel 
Sechnaill – the previous year, for which see AU, 851.5, pp 310–1, 855.3, pp 
314–5.  
791 CS, s.a. 856, pp 154–5; for the location of Loch Cenn see Hogan, 
Onomasticon, p. 496; Thomas F. O’Rahilly, ‘Notes on Irish place-names’, 
Hermathena, 23/48 (1933), 196–220, 208–10. 
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heartland of the Eóganacht Chaisil, is also significant and 

suggests that the Vikings were attempting to assert their own 

control over Cashel following Máel Sechnaill’s expedition, 

strongly indicating that competing claims to overlordship over 

Munster were the root cause of this conflict. The following year, 

we again find mention of the Gall-Goídil allies of Máel Sechnaill. 

This time, the annals record that they and their leader, Caitil Find, 

were defeated by Amlaíb and Ímar – later said by the annals to be 

one of the three kings of the Gaill and possibly Amlaíb’s 

biological brother – ‘in the lands of Munster’, further supporting 

the notion that this was the key battleground.792 The position 

taken by the king of Munster in all of these struggles is unknown, 

but it seems likely that, following Caitil Find’s defeat, Máel 

Guala shook off Maél Sechnaill’s authority and no longer 

accepted him as his overlord.793 

This appears to have created a serious crisis for Máel 

Sechnaill, as the Munstermen were now in a position to join the 

coalition against him, augmenting the already powerful alliance 

of Amlaíb, Cerball of Osraige and, potentially, Áed Findliath. In 

response to this, and in order to bring Munster in line once and 

for all, Máel Sechnaill gathered ‘the men of Ireland’, meaning all 

those who were loyal to him, and, according to AU, he went into 

the territories of Munster and afterwards ‘carried off the hostages 

of Munster from Belait Gabrain to Inis Tarbnai west of Ireland, 

and from Dun-Cermna to Ara Airthir’, i.e. from the length and 

breadth of the province.794 In his absence, Cerball and Ímar took 

the opportunity to raid the midlands, with the Gall-Goídil again 

suffering defeat, this time alongside the men of Cenél Fiachach. 

                                                 
792 AU, 857.1, pp 314–5; CS, s.a. 857, pp 154–5; for more on the relationship 
between Amlaíb and Ímar see Chapter III Section 2.1 below.  
793 Interestingly, CGG mentions that Caitil Find was defeated in Munster 
along with his longphort. If Caitil was in fact allied with Máel Sechnaill this 
may indicate that the Clann Cholmáin king had stationed troops in the 
southern kingdom after he had taken its hostages, for which see CGG, §23, pp 
22–3. 
794 AU, 858.4, pp 316–7. 
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AFM add that Cerball also used this time to plunder the 

Leinstermen and take their hostages.795 

Yet, despite this evidently profitable alliance, Cerball’s 

relationship with the Vikings was far from straightforward, and 

he himself had fought numerous battles against Viking intruders 

into Osraige, with recent archaeological research revealing the 

magnitude of the Viking presence in the valley of the river 

Barrow at this time.796 This is especially apparent in FA, which 

contains numerous references to Viking activity in the southeast 

of the country, though as it is a later compilation its evidence 

should of course be treated with caution.797 Indeed, as Radner 

observes, its ninth-century section forms what she calls the 

‘Osraige Chronicle’, which takes a special interest in the career 

of Cerball and contains much reshaping and embellishment of 

actual historical events.798 For example, in an entry which 

describes a battle fought between Cerball and the Viking leader 

Rodolb – from whom the recently discovered fort at Dunrally 

may have been named – FA assert that the Osraige were 

somehow victorious, despite the fact that large numbers of them 

were slaughtered and their king, temporarily at least, was taken 

captive.799 Instead, it seems more likely, based on the available 

evidence, that this battle ended in a defeat for Cerball, or at at the 

very least was not as glorious a victory as it was portrayed by the 

annalist. This event has been dated, based on the entries on either 

side of it in FA, to the early or mid-850s by Kelly and Maas, and 

if this dating is correct, the significant pressure exerted on his 

kingdom by the Vikings may help to explain why he sided with 

Amlaíb and Ímar in their war against Máel Sechnaill and, 

conversely, why he was willing to realign himself with this king 

                                                 
795 AFM, s.a. 856 [858], pp 488–91.   
796 Eamonn P. Kelly & John Maas, ‘Vikings on the Barrow: Dunrally Fort, a 
possible Viking longphort in Co. Laois’, Archaeology Ireland 9/3 (Autumn 
1995), pp 30–2. 
797 FA, pp xxv–xxvi. 
798 FA, pp xxxiii–xxxiv. 
799 FA, §249, pp 98–9. 
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at the rígdál of Ráith Áeda maic Bricc, when he felt strong 

enough to counter them.800 No doubt this decision was also 

motivated by a large degree of opportunism, but the fact that both 

FA and AFM, after a brief lull in the late 850s, record a large 

upsurge of Viking activity in Osraige in the years after this 

meeting would seem to confirm that Cerball’s territory had 

largely been spared by raiders while he was allied with Dublin, 

which not only suggests that the Vikings of the southeast were 

aligned with Amlaíb, but that the threat of renewed raids was also 

used to keep Cerball on side.801 

Interestingly, some of these southeastern Vikings appear to 

have been based at Port Láirge, where the city of Waterford now 

stands and, though the annal entry is brief and the size of the fleet 

based there goes unrecorded, judging from the site’s later 

importance and strategic location the settlement there may have 

been quite large.802 This phase of conflict in Osraige ended in 

862 – the same year as Máel Sechnaill’s death – with the 

destruction of Dunrally, known as Longphort-Rothlaib in the 

annals, by Cenétig son of Gaíthíne, king of the Loígsi and 

Cerball’s nephew.803 Though it did not rid Osraige and its 

environs of the Vikings altogether, this victory greatly alleviated 

the pressure on Cerball who, thus relieved, was able to stay in 

power for another quarter of a century, until his death by natural 

causes in 888.804 

All of this however lay in the future, and in 858 Cerball 

remained one of Máel Sechnaill’s greatest foes and one of 

                                                 
800 Eamonn P Kelly & John Maas, ‘The Vikings and the kingdom of Laois’, 
Pádraig G. Lane & William Nolan (eds), Laois History and Society: 
Interdisciplinary essays on the history of an Irish county (Dublin, 1999), pp 
123–160, pp 132–33; for more on this rígdál see below. 
801 Kelly & Maas, ‘The Vikings and the kingdom of Laois’, p. 133; AFM, s.a. 
858, pp 492–3; FA, §277, pp 108–9, FA, §281, pp 110–111. 
802 AFM, s.a. 858 [860], pp 492–3; for more on the importance of the 
Waterford area to the Vikings in this early period, see Clare Downham, ‘The 
historical importance of Viking-Age Waterford’, The Journal of Celtic Studies 
4 (2005), 71–96. 
803 AFM, s.a. 860 [862], pp 496–7; FA, §327, pp 118–9, §308, pp 114–5. 
804 AU, 888.6, pp 344–5 
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Amlaíb’s greatest allies. Indeed, despite his victory in securing 

the hostages of Munster, Máel Sechnaill’s situation remained 

precarious, a fact illustrated perfectly clearly in 859 when Cerball 

and Ímar again led a great army into Mide, ravaging his heartland. 

Yet the Clann Cholmáin king, who according to the Banshenchus 

was married to Cerball’s sister Land, evidently retained 

diplomatic channels with his brother-in-law, as in the very same 

year that Cerball invaded Mide, Máel Sechnaill convened a 

rígdál at Ráith Áeda meic Bricc, ‘to make peace and amity 

between the men of Ireland.’ 805 The upshot of this was that 

Cerball now pledged his allegiance to the king of Tara, an event 

of huge political importance as it effectively tipped the balance of 

power in favour of Máel Sechnaill.806 The meek submission to 

this by Máel Guala, who thus ‘warranted the alienation’ of one of 

his traditional vassals, also showed how thoroughly Munster had 

been subdued by the events of the past year, and Máel Guala’s 

death at the hands of the Vikings – the very next incident 

recorded in the annals – may perhaps have been in revenge for 

his actions at the council, and for the lack of effective resistance 

he had shown to the king of Tara.807 What remains unclear, 

however, is the relationship between Máel Sechnaill and Áed 

Findliath in this period, especially as there remains the possibility 

– implicit in the annalist’s usage of the term fir Érenn – that Áed 

and the Northern Uí Néill were amongst Máel Sechnaill’s allies 

in his attack on Munster. Regardless, even if they had been able 

to co-operate on this expedition, tensions between the two 

evidently still existed as in 860 Máel Sechnaill led an army 

comprised of the men of Leinster, Munster, Connacht and the 

Southern Uí Néill into the north against Áed. A battle was fought 

in the vicinity of Armagh where the latter and his allies, 
                                                 
805 Dobbs, ‘The Ban-shenchus (suite) [Part II]’, 186. 
806 AU, 859.3, pp 316–7; Daniel Binchy, ‘The passing of the Old Order’, p. 
130. 
807 AU, 859.4, pp 316–7; for the legal implications of this act, see Binchy, ‘The 
passing of the Old Order’, p. 130; CGG adds the grisly detail that his back had 
been broken by a stone, for which see CGG, §23, pp. 22-3. 
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including Flann mac Conaing – and the Vikings if FA is to be 

believed – were defeated.808  

In this expedition Cerball appears to have played an 

intriguing part. AI, under the year 859, mentions: ‘Cerball, son of 

Dungal, with the men of Mumu on a hosting in Uí Néill from the 

feast of Martin till the feast [   ], and he harried it as far as Sliab 

Fúait, and the North submitted to him.’ This entry has confused 

historians somewhat, causing Byrne to assert that, ‘If there be 

any truth in this record, it is ignored by other annalists.’809 Yet, 

there may in fact be some truth in this record after all as it is quite 

possible that the annalist here has simply conflated the account of 

Cerball’s raiding in Mide alongside Ímar with his later 

participation on the expedition against the north. The 

incorporation of the former into this entry would certainly 

explain why he says that Cerball raided as far as Sliab Fúait, 

implying as it does that he had attacked the lands to its south, 

which for the most part belonged to the Southern Uí Néill. The 

incorporation of the latter would then account for the assertion 

that ‘the North (in tuaiscert)’ submitted to him, a claim which 

nonetheless appears to be rather exaggerated. As for the timing of 

this hosting, it is interesting to note that Áed mac Bricc, the saint 

associated with the location of Máel Sechnaill’s rígdál, had his 

feast-day on 10 November, according to the early ninth-century 

Félire Óengusso. The Feast of St Martin, the day on which 

Cerball’s hosting in Uí Néill is said to have begun, is 11 

November. Thus, there is the possibility that Máel Sechnaill 

convened his rígdál on Áed’s feast-day and that Cerball tarried 

afterwards to participate in Máel Sechnaill’s planned attack 

                                                 
808 AU, 861.1, 862.2, pp 318–9; FA, §279, pp 110–11. 
809 AI, s.a. 859, pp 132–3; Byrne, IKHK, p. 265; Charles-Edwards believes that 
the annalist was here deliberately mispelling Cerball’s patronymic to associate 
him more closely with Ailgenán and Máel Gúala, the previous kings of 
Munster whose father was named Donngal, for which see Charles-Edwards, 
The Chronicle of Ireland, p. 313 n. 1; however, the spelling of Cerball’s 
patronymic is frequently inconsistent across the sources and such an 
interpretation is not necessary.      
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against Áed Findliath early the following year. FA, though a later 

and pro-Osraige source, insist that Cerball accompanied the king 

of Tara on his hosting to Mag Macha, and there is no reason to 

doubt its evidence in this instance.810 

Indeed, a case could be made for seeing Cerball as Máel 

Sechnaill’s right-hand man following the meeting at Ráith Áeda 

Meic Bricc as the former’s authority in Munster appears to have 

grown significantly in its aftermath, exemplified by the fact that 

Cerball was portrayed as the leader of the Munster host in the AI 

entry. Furthermore, though Byrne argues that Cenn Fáelad ua 

Mugthigirn became king of Munster immediately after the death 

of Máel Guala, his taking of the kingship is only recorded in AI 

in 861, two years after the death of the latter.811 This further 

supports the idea that Cerball, in the absence of a recognised king 

of Cashel, was Munster’s most powerful king following the 

rígdál of 859, and it would appear that his alliance with Máel 

Sechnaill played a vital role in securing him this position. 

Following this expedition Áed launched retaliatory raids 

against Máel Sechnaill in 861 and 862, on both occasions with 

the aid of the Vikings. The Dubliners though were defeated at the 

battle of Druim dá Maige in 861, which O’Donovan has 

identified with Drumcaw in eastern county Offaly, a location 

which confirms the Vikings as the attacking party. 812 In dealing 

with these threats Máel Sechnaill had the support of Cerball, 

whom AFM records under the year 859 – which corresponds with 

the year 861 in AU – leading an army into Mide to assist the king 

of Tara against Áed, during the course of which the king of 

Leinster was slain by the Uí Néill.813 As there were Uí Néill on 

both sides of this conflict it is impossible to be sure which king 

he was fighting for but, regardless of this, it is clear that Máel 

                                                 
810 Stokes, The martyrology of Oengus, p. 233; FA, §279, pp 110–1. 
811 AI, s.a. 861, pp 132–3. 
812 CS, s.a. 861, pp 156–7; AFM, s.a. 859 [861], pp 492–5; for the 
identification with Drumcaw see AFM, vol 5, s.a. 1556, p. 1543, note m. 
813 AFM, s.a. 859 [861], pp 494–5. 
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Sechnaill was being put under considerable pressure by Áed and 

the Vikings, a situation which continued right up until Máel 

Sechnaill’s apparently peaceful death in late 862 - the annals 

specifying that he died on 30 November – and he seems to have 

been buried in Clonmacnoise.814 

Throughout his reign therefore, Máel Sechnaill faced serious 

opposition from his fellow kings, especially his northern rival 

Áed Findliath and the Viking leaders Amlaíb and Ímar, who 

stand out as his inveterate enemies. Yet, despite these difficulties, 

Máel Sechnaill’s achievements evidently impressed his 

contemporaries as he was the first king to be acknowledged in his 

obit as as rí Erenn uile, or ‘king of all Ireland’, since Loingsech 

mac Óengusso. That Máel Sechnaill himself also actively 

promoted the use of this title is shown by the inscriptions bearing 

his name, together with his acclaimation as rí Érenn, on High-

Crosses across the country, the most famous being those 

associated with the monastic sites of Kinnitty and Durrow.815 In 

addition, there is a further inscription on the South Cross at 

Clonmacnoise which, though heavily damaged, can be plausibly 

reconstructed as a dedication to Máel Sechnaill, who is again 

called rí Érenn.816 With regard to the cross at Kinnitty, Liam de 

Paor posits that Máel Sechnaill had the cross erected following 

                                                 
814 However, there is a poem preserved in AFM which suggests that Máel 
Sechnaill died a violent death, a proposition supported by Paul Byrne, for 
which see AFM, s.a. 860 [862], pp 494–5; Paul Byrne, Certain Southern Uí 
Néill kingdoms, p. 83; Margaret Stokes (ed.), Christian Inscriptions in the 
Irish language chiefly collected and drawn by George Petrie (2 vols, Dublin, 
1872), i, pp 76–8.  
815 Liam de Paor, ‘The High Crosses of Tech Theille (Tihilly), Kinnitty, and 
related sculpture’, Etienne Rynne (ed.), Figures from the Past: Essays in 
honour of Helen M. Roe (Dublin, 1974), pp 131–158, p. 140; Domhnall Ó 
Murchadha & Giollamuire Ó Murchú, ‘Fragmentary inscriptions from the 
West Cross at Durrow, the South Cross at Clonmacnois, and the Cross of 
Kinnitty’, JRSAI 118 (1988), 53–66, p. 58; Peter Harbison, The High-Crosses 
of Ireland: an Iconographical and Photographic Survey, vol. I: Text (Bonn, 
1992), pp 355–6; the inscription at Kinnitty is in better condition than that at 
Durrow, though even if it is not whole the latter is quite clearly referring to 
Máel Sechnaill. 
816 Peter Harbison, The golden age of Irish art: the medieval achievement: 
600–1200 (London, 1999), pp 164–5; Catherine Herbert, Psalms in Stone: 
royalty and spirituality in Irish High Crosses (Ann Arbor, MI, 1997), pp 55–7. 
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the rígdál of 859, a suggestion reinforced by the cross’s strategic 

position on the frontier between the midlands and the south.817 As 

for the cross at Durrow, an important Columban monastery, its 

erection should remind historians that kings were not necessarily 

beholden to a single ecclesiastical familia and its views, but could 

equally support and patronise numerous establishments.818 

Another cross at Killamery – in modern county Kilkenny – was 

claimed by R.A.S. Macalister to have an inscription offering a 

prayer for the Clann Cholmáin king, though no title appears to 

have been given to him on this cross. If this reading is correct it 

would provide a fascinating insight into the relations between 

Osraige and the Southern Uí Néill at this time, though as 

Macalister is the only one who suggests this reading it should be 

regarded cautiously.819 

Nonetheless, the fact that Máel Sechnaill acclaimed himself 

as king of Ireland in stone at several important monastic sites 

shows his commitment to this idea, and his reign witnessed an 

intensification of interest in this office in both the political and 

literary spheres. This intensification appears to have been linked 

to some degree with the advent of permanent Viking settlement 

in Ireland, a process which had a dramatic impact on the 

conception of Irish identity.820  However, though they were 

certainly a powerful new force in Irish politics, interestingly the 

Vikings do not appear to have conquered large swathes of the 

island, as they were to do in Britain and Francia. Indeed, the most 

we ever hear of them is that they subjected the Goídil to tribute, 

and the annals do not seem to record battles where the futures of 

entire kingdoms were at stake, as happened in England in the 

                                                 
817 de Paor, ‘The High Crosses’, p. 155. 
818 Indeed, judging by the High-Crosses and his career in the annals, Máel 
Sechnaill appears to have had close relations with the major churches of 
Durrow, Clonmacnoise, Clonard and Armagh.   
819 Peter Harbison, The High-Crosses of Ireland, p. 363; R.A.S. Macalister 
(ed.), Corpus Inscriptionum Insularum Celticarum, vol. II (Dublin, 1949), p. 
25; Liam de Paor believes the reading to be ‘very doubtful’, for which see de 
Paor, ‘The High Crosses’, p. 143. 
820 For more on this impact see Chapter III Section 4.2 below. 
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cases of Northumbria and East Anglia. Instead it would appear 

that, rather like Irish kings, their political focus was on 

overlordship rather than territorial aggrandisement. 

That is not to say that the Vikings were averse to conquest, as 

their actions elsewhere should remind us. Instead, it simply 

appears to have been easier for them in an Irish context to trade 

and plunder rather than risk everything in pitched battle. Perhaps 

this was because their numbers at this stage, though large, were 

not as large as they were in other areas like Francia or England, 

where there were richer pickings to be had.821 Perhaps it was also 

due to the incredibly fluid nature of Irish politics, which meant 

that it would be nigh-on impossible for them to properly solidify 

their gains. However, regardless of their actual motivations, it is 

clear that the Vikings posed a significant threat to even the most 

powerful of Irish kings like Máel Sechnaill, and they would 

continue to cause problems for his successors. 

 

Section 1.3: The identity of the rex Scottorum in ASB 

Returning briefly to the events of 848, an attempt shall be made 

here to identify the rex Scottorum famously mentioned in the 

ASB account of this year.822 The full passage relating to Ireland in 

this entry reads as follows: ‘The Scotti attacked the Northmen, 

won a victory with the aid of our Lord Jesus Christ, and drove 

them out of their land. Consequently the rex Scottorum sent 

envoys bearing gifts to Charles [the Bald, king of West Francia] 

to make a friendship-treaty and alliance with him; he also sought 

permission to travel through Charles’s kingdom on a pilgrimage 

to Rome.’823 

                                                 
821 Holm, ‘The slave trade’, 326. 
822 For a brief discussion of what the Franks meant by this title, see the 
Introduction above. 
823 Nelson, ASB, s.a. 848, p. 66; the Latin reads: ‘Scotti super Nordmannos 
irruentes, auxilio domini nostri Iesu Christi victores, eos a suis finibus 
propellunt. Unde et rex Scottorum ad Karolum pacis et amicitiae gratia 
legatos cum muneribus mittit, viam sibi petendi Romam concedi deposcens.’; 
Waitz, Annales Bertiniani, p. 36. 
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The field of potential candidates is not a very extensive one, 

being confined to those kings who recorded victories over the 

Vikings in this year.824 Byrne believed it referred to Ólchobor 

king of Munster and stated that the famous scholar Sedulius 

Scottus may well have arrived on the Continent in connection 

with this delegation.825 However, Dáibhí Ó Cróinín has shown 

that this hypothesis regarding Sedulius rests on very shaky 

ground and should be rejected.826 Eoin O’Flynn believes that it 

was probably Máel Sechnaill, fresh from his victory at Forach, 

though he states that there is not enough evidence to prove this 

definitively and admits that there is a possibility that it could also 

have been Ólchobor.827 Yet the most intriguing feature of this 

entry, the request for permission to travel to Rome, has seldom 

been commented on, despite the fact that this clearly indicates 

that the king in question intended to go on pilgrimage in 

thanksgiving for his victory. Therefore, when bearing this in 

mind, it seems likely that the rex Scottorum should be equated 

with Ólchobor rather than Máel Sechnaill. 

Pilgrimages by kings to foreign lands were rare in the ninth 

century, though there are three kings from Anglo-Saxon England 

who are known to have gone to Rome. These are: Alfred, who 

went twice, his father Aethelwulf, and the Mercian king Burgred. 

However, of these, only Aethelwulf went during his reign. Alfred 

was sent as a child and then accompanied his father to the Holy 

City before he became king, while Burgred ended up there after 

being dispossessed of his kingdom by the Vikings. Aethelwulf’s 

pilgrimage and extended absence resulted, as Asser reports, in 

serious unrest in his kingdom and an attempted coup by his 

                                                 
824 See Chapter III Section 1.1 above. 
825 Byrne, IKHK, p. 262. 
826 Dáibhí Ó Cróinín, ‘The Irish as mediators of antique culture on the 
Continent’, Paul Leo Butzer, Dietrich Lohrmann (eds), Science in Western and 
Eastern Civilization in Carolingian times (Basel, 1993), pp 41–52; pp 47–50. 
827 O’Flynn, The organisation and operation, p. 214. 
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son.828 Being away on pilgrimage for months on end was 

therefore an extreme risk for a ruling king. 

Thus, it is unlikely that Máel Sechnaill, who had only 

recently come to power and whose reign was as yet far from 

secure – evidenced for example by the revolt of Cináed mac 

Conaing in 850 – would have wanted to go on pilgrimage to 

Rome. Admittedly, he may have been asking for permission for a 

future pilgrimage which was to take place at a much later date 

when his hold on power was secure, or even after he had retired 

in clericatu. There is even the possibility that he actually had no 

intention of going on pilgrimage at all and simply aimed to boost 

his prestige in the eyes of another Christian ruler. However, it is 

far more likely that it refers to Ólchobor, who was not only king 

of Munster, but also abbot of the renowned monastery of Emly. 

Of course it goes without saying that an aristocrat who 

happened to become an abbot need not have been a particularly 

devout or pious individual, especially one who was also a king. 

Yet it is possible that Ólchobor was a genuinely pious individual, 

who only became king because of the practice in ninth- and 

tenth-century Munster of electing a respected ecclesiastic as king 

in a time of crisis as a candidate that could command respect 

from all sides, as both Byrne and Ó Corráin have observed.829  

Another example of this practice is provided by the case of 

Cenn Fáelad ua Mugthigirn, the only other ninth-century abbot of 

Emly who became king of Munster and who, as we have seen, 

came to power in 861 after several years of chaotic upheaval in 

the southern province.830 Therefore, the Munstermen, subjected 

                                                 
828 Simon Keynes & Michael Lapidge (eds and trans), Alfred the Great: 
Asser’s Life of King Alfred and other contemporary sources (London, 1983), 
pp 69–71, p. 82; Simon Keynes, ‘Anglo-Saxon Entries in the ‘Liber Vitae’ of 
Brescia’, Jane Roberts, Janet L. Nelson, Malcolm Godden (eds) Alfred the 
Wise: Studies in honour of Janet Bately on the occasion of her sixty-fifth 
birthday (Cambridge, 1997), pp 126–46, pp 139–40 
829 Donnchadh Ó Corráin, ‘Book Review of Irish Kings and High-Kings’, 
Celtica 13 (1980), 150–68, 164; Byrne, IKHK, pp 213–5. 
830 For example, see AU, 854.2, 856.2, 857.1, 858.4, 859.4, pp 312–7; Byrne, 
IKHK, p. 215; AI, s.a. 861, pp 132–3; see also Chapter III Section 1.2 above.  
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to intense Viking raiding and still coping with the death of the 

powerful Feidlimid mac Crimthainn may well have turned 

towards Ólchobor – the abbot of arguably the most prestigious 

church settlement in all of Munster – as a unifying figure who 

could, with God’s help, get them through their current plight. 

Therefore, his request to visit Rome may well have been a 

genuine display of thanksgiving for the momentous victory he 

had won at Sciath Nechtain, which would have been interpreted 

as a sign of God’s favour in such a difficult time. Moreover, a 

reference in CS and AFM to the ‘first plundering of Imlech-Ibair 

(Emly) by the Gentiles’ in 847 may reveal an additional reason 

for thanksgiving, as not only had Ólchobor secured the territorial 

integrity of his kingdom, he had also avenged this affront to his 

monastery. 831 

A further factor which may have motivated Ólchobor to seek 

a pilgrimage to Rome is his age. He died three years after this 

embassy was sent, in 851, making his reign a short one. He could, 

of course, have died at a young age as a result of illness, but it 

seems more likely that he was elected as an old man after a long 

monastic career. This is suggested by AI, which, though generally 

sparse in this period, seems to contain a relatively full list of the 

abbots of Emly.832 Judging from this, it appears that Ólchobor 

may have become abbot following the death of Flann son of 

Fairchellach, ‘abbot of Lismore, Emly and Cork’ in 825, as the 

next reference to an abbot of Emly is to Ólchobor’s election to 

the kingship.833 Of course it is also possible that the record 

contains a substantial lacuna for this period, but the election of a 

respected ecclesiastic with a wealth of experience in one of the 

monasteries most closely associated with Cashel would have 

made much more sense, especially given the scale of the Viking 
                                                 
831 CS, s.a. 847, pp 148–9; AFM, s.a. 845 [847], pp 474–5. 
832 Kathryn Grabowski, ‘The Annals of Inisfallen, A.D. 431–1092: sources, 
structure and history’, Kathryn Grabowski & David Dumville (eds), 
Chronicles and Annals of mediaeval Ireland and Wales: The Clonmacnoise-
group texts (Woodbridge, 1984), pp 3–107, p. 38, p. 46, p. 59. 
833 AI, s.a. 825, pp 126–7, s.a. 848, pp 130–1. 
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threat at this time, than the election of a comparative novice. If so, 

it would also mean that Ólchobor, being relatively elderly at this 

stage, was more likely to have been planning to give up his 

kingship and retire in clericatu, a practice which was common 

amongst Irish kings at this time. 834 

To sum up then it appears that, following the death of 

Feidlimid, the Munstermen faced an unprecedented threat from 

the Vikings and, to resolve this crisis, they chose Ólchobor, abbot 

of Emly, who had potentially been in this position for over two 

decades. Ólchobor, whose own church had been recently 

plundered, set to the task with vigour and scored two notable 

victories over them in 848, and also besieged the Viking 

settlement at Cork with unknown results. Following these 

victories, Ólchobor, and not Máel Sechnaill, sent an embassy to 

Charles the Bald to inform him of his triumphs and to seek 

permission to travel through his lands while on the way to Rome 

to give thanks to God for his aid, though he died before he could 

undertake this pilgrimage. 

 Sending such an embassy to one of the most powerful kings 

of Europe would have considerably boosted Ólchobor’s prestige 

both at home and abroad, especially if, as Etchingham has 

suggested, Tomrair was a figure well-known to a Frankish 

audience, making his killing an event of great international 

significance.835  Moreover, the fact that Ólchobor sought an 

alliance (amicitia) with Charles also serves to reinforce the fact 

that links with the Continent, and the Carolingian courts in 

particular, were valued not just by Irish ecclesiastical émigrés  – 

whose dealings with Charlemagne and his successors have been 

                                                 
834 For more on royal abdication, see Edel Bhreathnach, ‘Abbesses, minor 
dynasties and kings in clericatu: Perspectives of Ireland, 700-850, Michelle P. 
Brown & Carol A. Farr (eds), Mercia, pp 113–25, pp 121–4; Clare Stancliffe, 
‘Kings who opted out’, Patrick Wormald et al. (eds), Ideal and Reality in 
Frankish and Anglo-Saxon Society: Studies presented to J.M. Wallace-Hadrill 
(Oxford, 1983), pp 154–76. 
835 Etchingham, ‘Names’, Bolton, Sigurðsson (eds), Celtic-Norse relationships, 
p. 34. 
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recognised and written about for centuries by historians – but by 

Irish kings as well. Finally, it serves to show that the idea of 

journeying to the Continent – especially to Rome – for the sake 

of one’s soul was an established practice at this time. That this 

journey was also undertaken by the laity is evident from the 

ninth-century work of Wandalbert of Prüm, who mentions a 

mulier de natione Scotorum left behind in the monastery of St 

Goar by her parentes to recuperate from illness on their return 

from a pilgrimage to Rome.836 Clearly, interactions with 

Continental Europe in the political and social spheres were also 

of great importance to contemporaries and more analysis of these 

links will help to further illuminate the study of Irish history in 

this period. 

 

Section 2: Irish kings and Irish identity part III: 862–919 

2.1: Áed Findliath 

Following Máel Sechnaill’s death, the alliance between Áed 

Findliath and the Vikings soon broke down. In 863 the caves of 

Achad Aldai – which O’Donovan identified with the famous 

passage-grave of Newgrange – and of Knowth, which was linked 

symbolically with the kingship of northern Brega, were 

plundered by the Vikings as part of a wider plundering campaign 

against Flann mac Conaing.837 In this they were led by three rí 

Gall, who are named as Amlaíb, Ímar and Auisle, and by 

attacking such a close ally of Áed these men were clearly sending 

a message to the new Uí Néill overking. Interestingly, they were 

accompanied in this by Lorcán, the new king of Mide. This figure 

does not appear to have been a member of Clann Cholmáin, and 

instead has been identified as king of the Luigne of Mide.838 

Therefore, it could be that he was able to seize power in the 

                                                 
836 Michael McCormick, The Origins of the European Economy: 
Communications and Commerce, A.D. 300-900 (Cambridge, 2001), p. 164 n. 
35; Jacques-Paul Migne (ed.), Patrologia Latina 121 (Paris, 1852), col. 664. 
837 AFM, pp 496–7 note b; AU, 863.4, pp 318–9.  
838 Charles Edwards, The Chronicle of Ireland, p. 316 n. 3. 
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region following Máel Sechnaill’s death with the aid of his 

Dublin allies. However, O’Flynn has argued that Lorcán may 

have actually been a close ally of Máel Sechnaill who had been 

awarded the title while the latter was king of Tara.839 If this was 

in fact the case, the Vikings appear to have changed sides in the 

dispute amongst the Uí Néill, supporting the faction that had 

recently been deposed from power against its newly dominant 

rival, showing their intimate understanding of Irish provincial 

politics. 

In the same year, the Vikings also slew Muirecán son of 

Diarmait, described in his obit as king of Náss (Naas) and of 

Airthir-Life, meaning the eastern portion of the Liffey plain.840 

This king, while he may not have been king over all of Leinster, 

was nonetheless in a powerful position and was more than likely 

dominant in the north of the province. This killing, therefore, 

should be seen as an attempt by the Vikings to strengthen their 

control on the region around Dublin. These actions did not go 

unchallenged however, and in 864 Áed struck back and blinded 

Lorcán, depriving the Dubliners of their newfound ally.841 In 

response, Amlaíb drowned Conchobor, a member of Clann 

Cholmáin described as lethrí Mide, in water at Clonard, probably 

the Boyne.842 Therefore, after blinding Lorcán, it seems that Áed 

had set up two kings to replace him in an effort to keep Clann 

Cholmáin divided, preventing the creation of a powerful 

Southern Uí Néill challenger to his rule, mirroring the actions 

taken by his grandfather and namesake Áed Oirnide.843 

864 also saw Áed – together with Flann – lead an army into 

Conailli Muirthemne where he won a great victory over the Ulaid, 

                                                 
839 O’Flynn, The organisation and operation, pp 223–4.  
840 AU, 863.3, pp 318–9. 
841 AU, 864.1, pp 320–1. 
842 AU, 864.2, pp 320–1; AU  Hen., p. 373 n. 12; for his pedigree see O’Flynn, 
The organisation and operation,  p. 263. 
843 There is the possibility that Conchobor had shared power with Lorcán 
before his drowning, which would explain his title of lethrí, but the fact that 
Lorcán is only ever called a rí without any qualifications would seem to 
contradict this; for an earlier division of Mide see Chapter II Section 3.1 above. 
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apparently bringing them under his sway.844 Additionally, it was 

probably in these early years of his reign that he married Land, 

Máel Sechnaill’s widow and sister to Cerball mac Dúnlainge.845 

This move was of great strategic importance as not only did it 

give him a familial link with the powerful king of Osraige, it also 

connected him to Land’s own children, including her son by 

Máel Sechnaill, Flann Sinna, who was then still a teenager.846 

Moreover, the marriage suggested a sense of continuity with the 

previous regime, helping to consolidate Áed’s rule in these first 

precarious years and was perhaps calculated to win over Máel 

Sechnaill’s former allies. 

Following their brief and largely unsuccessful campaign 

against Áed, the Vikings seem to have reconsidered their options 

and in 866 Amlaíb and Auisle, two of the three rí Gall, are said 

to have journeyed to Fortriu – the heartland of the Pictish 

kingdom – with the Gaill of Ireland and Alba, plundering the 

‘entire Pictish people (Cruithentúath n-uile)’ and taking their 

hostages.847 This should remind us that, though large numbers of 

Vikings were based in Ireland and had extensive interests across 

the island, they were not bounded by its shores. Moreover, the 

fact that the Dublin leadership was also said to have been in 

command of the Gaill of Alba serves to emphasise this point and 

shows that they were political actors of international importance. 

However, it should also be noted that certain Irish kings were 

well-known abroad. This has already been shown with regard to 

Carolingian Francia, but Irish political figures are also to be 

found in two chronicles of insular provenance which may date to 

                                                 
844 AU, 864.3, pp 320–1; though the annals actually refer to Conaille Cerd, 
Hogan saw this as an alias for Conaille Muirthemne, for which see Hogan, 
Onomasticon, p. 288. 
845 This relationship between Áed and Land is attested in FA, §366, pp 130–5. 
846 AU, 916.1, pp 364–5; Flann’s obit explicitly states that he was in his sixty-
eighth year when he died, meaning he was born in either 848 or 849.  
847 AU, 866.1, pp 320–1; for the now widely accepted idea that the Pictish 
kingdom of Fortriu lay on the shores of the Moray Firth, see Alex Woolf, 
‘Dún Nechtain, Fortriu and the geography of the Picts’, Scottish Historical 
Review 85/2 (Oct. 2006), 182–201. 
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this period, one Welsh – known as the Annales Cambriae (AC) – 

and the other Scottish, with no agreed title but which has recently 

been dubbed The Chronicle of the Kings of Alba (CKA). These 

contain obits of several Irish kings of the late ninth and early 

tenth century and of these obits, some explicitly acclaim their 

subject as kings of Ireland or the Irish, while others do so 

implicitly.848 However, neither source is without issues. In the 

case of AC, which was probably begun c. 800, it seems quite 

clear that an Irish chronicle compiled in the early tenth century, 

probably with connections to Clonmacnoise, was used as a 

source, meaning most of its information cannot be treated as 

wholly independent of our Irish material.849 However, despite 

AC’s lack of titles for all the other Irish figures it mentions, it 

acclaims Cormac mac Cuilennáin as rex Hiberniae, an especially 

interesting case as Cormac was not given this title by any of the 

extant Irish annalistic compilations.850 Though more in-depth 

analysis is needed, the fact that he was considered king of Ireland 

by a Welsh text would further suggest the existence of close links 

between AC’s place of compilation – generally thought to have 

been St David’s – and the south of Ireland, an argument 

reinforced by its inclusion of the obit of Cerball of Osraige and 

its reference to the first Viking attack on southern Ireland in 795 

as already discussed.851 If this entry does reflect contemporary 

links with Munster, it would seem to indicate that Cormac 

considered himself a claimant to the kingship of Ireland, despite 

ongoing Uí Néill attempts to monopolise the position for 

                                                 
848 Dumville, Annales Cambriae, s.a. 862, pp 12–13, s.a. 879, p. 12, s.a. 888, 
p. 14, s.a. 908, pp 14–15; for a diplomatic edition of CKA, see Marjorie O. 
Anderson, Kings and kingship in early Scotland (first edition, Edinburgh, 
1973, second edition, Edinburgh, 1980, this version, Edinburgh, 2011), pp 
249–53; for an updated edition with translation, see Benjamin Hudson, ‘The 
Scottish Chronicle’, Scottish Historical Review 77 (1998), 129–161.  
849 Dumville, Annales Cambriae, p. ix; for more on this see David Dumville, 
‘When was the “Clonmacnoise Chronicle” created? The evidence of the Welsh 
Annals’, Dumville & Grabowski (eds), Chronicles and Annals of mediaeval 
Ireland and Wales, pp 207–26. 
850 Dumville, Annales Cambriae, s.a. 908, pp 14–15. 
851 Dumville, Annales Cambriae, s.a. 888, p. 14, s.a. 795, pp 8–9; for more on 
Welsh relations with Ireland at this time, see Chapter III Section 2.1 above.  
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themselves. Such tendencies are especially conspicuous in works 

connected to Cormac’s contemporary Flann Sinna, whose death 

nonetheless goes unnoticed in AC, despite its inclusion of the 

obits of his father Máel Sechnaill and his predecessor as king of 

Tara Áed Findliath, though interestingly neither man is accorded 

a title.852 

In CKA by contrast, Máel Sechnaill is explicitly 

acknowledged as rex Hiberniensium – an interesting and unusual 

variant of the more popular rex Hiberniae – while Áed is said to 

have taken the kingdom after him, presumably a reference to his 

own accession to the same office. At the same time though the 

kingship of Ireland is shown to be open to more than just Uí Néill 

claimants, as Cormac is also acknowledged as ‘excelcissimus rex 

Hiberniensium et archiepiscopus’. But, this appears to have been 

seen by the chronicler as a temporary Munster intrusion, as both 

Flann Sinna and Níall Glúndub are given obits which imply 

renewed Uí Néill dominance of the kingship of Ireland.853 As 

there is evidence that ninth- and tenth-century sources may have 

been used in the making of CKA there is a possibility that these 

are contemporary descriptions, which if so would be of great 

importance to this thesis. However, CKA has an incredibly 

complex textual history – as numerous commentators have noted 

– and was subject to many phases of addition and emendation, 

meaning its assertions cannot be definitively taken as reflecting 

the viewpoint of the time period it purports to describe.854 

Therefore, the evidence of CKA must unfortunately be set to one 

                                                 
852 See Chapter III Section 2.2 below. 
853 Also included amongst these Irish kings is Áed Findliath’s son Domnall, 
whose death as king of Ailech is recorded alongside those of Flann and Níall; 
Hudson, ‘The Scottish Chronicle’, 140; Idem, ‘Elech and the Scots in 
Strathclyde’, Scottish Gaelic Studies 15 (1988), 145–9. His death may have 
been included as he was a stepson to Máel Muire, who was herself daughter of 
Cináed mac Ailpín and aunt of Constantine mac Áeda, the reigning king of 
Alba when Domnall died, for which see Woolf, Pictland to Alba, p. 126. 
854 For more on this see Woolf, Pictland to Alba, pp 88–93; David Dumville, 
‘The Chronicle of the Kings of Alba’, Simon Taylor (ed.), Kings, clerics and 
chronicles in Scotland 500–1297, pp 73–86. 
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side until its origins and process of compilation have been more 

fully analysed.  

Returning to the 860s, Áed took the opportunity while 

Amlaíb and Auisle were away to plunder the Viking longphuirt 

that had been established in the territories of Cenél nEógain and 

Dál nAraidi, winning a major victory at Lough Foyle, where, so 

the annalist tells us, twelve score of Viking heads were taken.855 

In addition, despite their apparent success in Pictland, there were 

evidently tensions within the Viking leadership as in 867 AU 

record: ‘Auisle, one of the three kings of the heathens (gentiles), 

was killed by his kinsmen in guile and parricide (dolo ⁊ 

parricidio a fratribus suis iugulatus est)’.856 The wording of the 

entry, which implies that his death was an act of fratricide, has 

led scholars like Clare Downham to conclude that Ímar and 

Amlaíb were Auisle’s biological brothers and were responsible 

for his death, a position bolstered by the testimony of FA which 

explicitly claims this.857 This would appear to make all three sons 

of the king of Laithlind, though Ó Corráin is reluctant to fully 

accept this argument, admitting it merely as a possibility.858 

Regardless of this debate, the killing of Auisle clearly 

reflected dissensions within the community of Viking Dublin, 

and such unrest was swiftly exploited by the Irish kings. Indeed, 

in the same year, Gáethíne’s son, whom we have already 

encountered as a notable defender of Osraige and the Loígsi 

against the Vikings, attacked and burned Dún Amlaíb at 

Clondalkin with the assistance of Máel Ciaráin son of Rónán, a 

shadowy figure who may have been of the Ciarraige Luachra.859 

                                                 
855 AU, 866.4, pp 320–1. 
856 AU, 867.6, pp 322–3; note MacAirt and MacNiocaill’s translation of fratres 
as ‘kinsmen’ rather than ‘brothers’.  
857 Clare Downham, Viking Kings of Britain and Ireland: the Dynasty of Ívarr 
to A.D. 1014 (Edinburgh, 2007), p. 16; FA, §347, pp 126–7. 
858 Donnchadh Ó Corráin, ‘High-kings, Vikings and other kings’, [review 
article of Alfred Smyth, Scandinavian kings in the British Isles (Oxford, 
1978)], Irish Historical Studies 21 (March, 1979), 283–323, 313.  
859 AU, 867.8, pp 322–323; a genealogy of this Máel Ciaráin makes him of the 
Ciarraige Luachra in modern Kerry, a suggestion supported by FA, which also 
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As the name suggests, this fort was probably built by Amlaíb’s 

followers, and it seems that these two were well aware of the 

Vikings’ internal dissensions, taking this opportunity to destroy a 

strategically located stronghold and kill – apparently after the 

battle was over – one hundred leaders of the Gaill. This clearly 

speaks to a high level of interaction between the Viking 

settlement and their Irish neighbours, something also suggested 

by Amlaíb’s actions against the monastery of Lismore in the 

same year, which AI term as ‘treachery (fell)’.860 Clearly, Amlaíb 

must have had a close relationship with this particular church, 

and Ó Corráin has suggested that a tributary relationship may 

have existed between Lismore and the Vikings, the breakdown of 

which being the motivation for this raid. An intriguing alternative 

theory, put forward by Etchingham, is that this attack was carried 

out in revenge for the recent actions of the Déisi – in whose 

territory Lismore lay – who had sacked Youghal and killed the 

leader of the Vikings based in Cork, though this explanation does 

not account for it being branded as ‘treachery’ by the annalist.861 

Yet the Vikings were also well aware of internal dissensions 

amongst their neighbours and in 868 they formed an alliance with 

Leinster and Áed’s disaffected nephew Flann, whose acclamation 

as king of all Brega in the annals is evidence of his extensive 

                                                                                                           
makes the improbable claim that he was king of Leinster; for all of this see 
Nollaig Ó Muraíle (eds and trans), Leabhar Mór na nGenealach: the great 
book of Irish Genealogies, compiled (1645–66) by Dubhaltach mac 
Fhirbhisigh, vol II (Oriel; Gaelic Scotland; Leinster; East Ulster; Munster; 
Saints) (Dublin, 2003), 546.3, pp 442–3; FA, §377, pp 136–9. Charles Doherty 
believes that he was the son of the abbot of Clondalkin, for which see Charles 
Doherty, ‘The Vikings in Ireland: a Review’, Howard B. Clarke, Máire Ní 
Mhaonaigh, Raghnall Ó Floinn (eds), Ireland and Scandinavia in the early 
Viking Age (Dublin, 1998), pp 288–330, p. 307. 
860 AI, s.a. 867, pp 134–5; perhaps this is also the incident recorded in the 
Annales Xantenses, which records that pagans devastated Ireland and Frisia at 
this time, for which see von Simson, ‘Annales Xantenses’, s.a. 868, p. 26.  
861 For a brief assessment of the Viking impact on the Irish Church, see 
Donnchadh Ó Corráin, ‘Ireland, Wales, Man and the Hebrides’, Peter Sawyer 
(ed.), The Oxford Illustrated History of the Vikings, pp 83–109, pp 93–7; 
Colmán Etchingham, Viking raids on Irish church settlements, p. 55; Ó 
Corráin, ‘The Vikings in Scotland and Ireland in the ninth century’, 328. See 
also Chapter III Section 1.1 above.  
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influence.862 The outcome of this was the battle of Cell Ua 

nDaigri, which resulted in Flann’s death and a crushing victory 

for Áed Findliath.863 This was evidently a major battle as the 

latter, leading his own forces of the Northern Uí Néill, was 

supported by the king of Connacht according to CS and, 

according to the embellished account in FA, by the kings of Ulaid 

and Mide as well.864 If this additional information is correct, it 

would mean that every major Irish provincial kingdom, with the 

exception of Munster, was involved in this battle, and Áed’s 

victory must have reinforced his dominance over the greater part 

of the island. Amlaíb responded to this defeat by launching a 

massive raid against Armagh in 869, in which, so the annals tell 

us: ‘ten hundred were carried off or killed, and great rapine was 

also committed.’865 

The slaying of Máel Ciaráin is also recorded in the same year, 

though his killers are not named. His obit however acclaims him 

as ‘royal champion of eastern Ireland, a warrior who plundered 

the Gaill (rignia airthir Érenn, feinid fogla Gall)’.866 The 

meaning of his title of ‘royal champion’ is a mystery, but he 

evidently owes it to his actions against the Gaill, showing that 

opposing the Vikings in battle was seen as a laudatory act worthy 

of the highest praise. Moreover, by associating this title with the 

island of Ireland the annalist was reinforcing a sense of Irish 

identity which excluded these newcomers, despite the existence 

of close ties which bound them to their Gaelic counterparts. 

Indeed, according to FA, Áed Findliath gave his daughter in 

marriage to Amlaíb and even sent one of his sons to be fostered 

                                                 
862 Paul Byrne, Certain Southern Uí Néill  kingdoms, pp 79–80.  
863 AU, 868.4, pp 322–325; FA, §366, pp 130–5; the account of this battle in 
FA notes that the Vikings who were allied with Flann were based on the 
Boyne, meaning that the non-involvement of the Dublin Vikings must remain 
a possibility, though Amlaíb’s decision to attack Armagh in 869 would seem 
to suggest that they were in fact involved and attacked Armagh as a show of 
defiance to Áed, for which see Holm, ‘slave trade’, p. 322.  
864 FA, §366, pp 130–135; CS, s.a. 868, pp 160–1. 
865 AU, 869.6, pp 324–5; Holm, ‘The slave trade’, p. 322.  
866 AU, 869.4, pp 324–5. 
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with a son of Ímar.867 As already mentioned, this source contains 

later saga material and so should be treated with caution, but such 

a marriage alliance could well have been formed in the late 850s 

or early 860s when the two were united against Máel Sechnaill. 

Moreover, Máel Sechnaill’s own daughter, as shall be seen 

shortly, most likely also married a Viking leader, meaning the 

evidence of FA should not be dismissed out of hand.868 

Nonetheless, the Gaill were never included within the 

genealogical framework of the Irish origin myth, and so remained 

a people apart, something which shall be discussed further 

below.869 

In 870 Amlaíb once more journeyed to northern Britain, this 

time to attack the Britons of Strathclyde, laying siege to their 

fortress of Ail Chluathe – otherwise known as Dumbarton Rock – 

and was accompanied in this by Ímar, who reappears in the Irish 

annals after a seven year absence.870 Once more, Áed took 

advantage of their departure and led a large-scale incursion 

against Leinster with the aid of Cerball of Osraige, and though 

the Leinstermen under their king Muiredach son of Bran were 

initially successful against Cerball, they were eventually forced 

to flee, resulting in Muiredach’s deposition and replacement with 

a ruler who was more to the liking of Áed and his ally.871 Áed 

thus appears to have been consolidating his hold over the major 

provincial kingdoms, and at this stage was clearly the island’s 

most powerful king. 

In the same year there is also a reference to Áed having a 

house in Armagh, outside of which a man was slain by Diarmait, 

son of Diarmait. Interestingly, this entry explicitly acknowledges 

Áed as the king of Tara, a title rarely given outside of a king’s 

obit. As for his house, it is tempting to posit that it was part of the 

                                                 
867 FA, §292, pp 112–3, §408, pp 146–7. 
868 See Chapter III Section 2.2 below. 
869 See Chapter III Section 4.1 below. 
870 AU, 870.6, pp 326–7. 
871 AU, 870.2, pp 326–7; for Ailill son of Dúnlang, see below. 
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hereditary property associated with the office of the king of Tara, 

much as Charles-Edwards argued with regard to the ‘royal 

demesne-land’ of Kells.872 Alternatively, it may simply have 

been the house of the Cenél nEógain kings themselves who, as 

we have seen, generally enjoyed a close relationship with 

Patrick’s heir. A third possibility is that Áed set up this house 

himself in the aftermath of the devastating raid that had occurred 

the year before, in order to give a sense of protection to the 

beleaguered community. In any event, it is clear that Armagh was 

of substantial importance to Áed, showing that despite its recent 

setbacks it had remained one of the island’s most influential 

churches. 

871 saw the return of the Vikings from their foray in northern 

Britain, and with them they brought back a great prey of Angles, 

Britons and Picts.873 Interestingly however, no Scotti were 

recorded as having been taken, which perhaps reflects pre-

existing Viking dominance over Gaelic western Scotland where, 

as Clare Downham has argued, many may have settled by the 

mid-ninth century.874 Be that as it may, it certainly appears to 

reflect a close relationship, whether of domination or alliance, 

between the Vikings and Dál Riata, who otherwise surely would 

not have been spared from this plundering which affected all of 

their neighbours.875  

Evidence that close links existed between Dál Riata and the 

Vikings is provided in the same year by Áed’s storming of 

Dunseverick with the aid of the Gaill. This strategically located 

fortress on the north coast of Antrim was the focal point of the 

Irish portion of the Dál Riatan kingdom, and, as the annals tell us, 

                                                 
872 AU, 870.4, pp 326–7; see Chapter II Section 1.1 above. 
873 AU, 871.2, pp 326–7. 
874 Downham, ‘The break-up of Dál Riata and the rise of the Gallgoídil’, 
Howard B. Clarke, Ruth Johnson (eds), The Vikings in Ireland and beyond, p. 
204; David Dumville, The churches of North Britain in the first Viking-Age, 
pp 26–9. 
875 See Chapter II Section 5.2 above. 



 245 

it had apparently never been taken by force before.876 Woolf has 

argued that the context for this attack lies in Áed’s ‘Drang nach 

Osten’, which had seen him intervene in Ulaid on numerous 

occasions, including instigating the killing of a lethrí of the Ulaid, 

also in 871.877 It could therefore be the case that Áed was simply 

looking to strengthen his control over his eastern neighbours, and 

hired a band of Vikings to help him take a well-renowned 

stronghold. On the other hand, Áed’s marriage to Máel Muire, 

daughter of Cináed mac Alpín, the recently deceased king of the 

Picts, shows that he had an interest in the politics of northern 

Britain, and it is possible that this expedition may have been 

aimed at helping his new allies.878 A similar motivation may also 

explain Áed’s campaign against the Viking camps in 866, which 

could be viewed as an attempt to assist the Picts of Fortriu by 

capturing important Viking supply-bases between Dublin and 

Pictland, which as we have seen was then under attack from 

Amlaíb and Auisle.879 This is admittedly conjecture, but it is 

interesting nonetheless to note that the two territories attacked in 

866 lay on either side of Irish Dál Riata. Therefore, it seems 

unlikely – and especially so if they had already settled in the 

Scottish Isles –  that the Vikings would have neglected to also 

establish bases in Dál Riata, unless they had already made an 

alliance with its king. Indeed, Dunseverick would have made an 

ideal support-base for the ongoing siege at Dumbarton, and it 

may be that Áed, by besieging Dunseverick, was attempting to 

alleviate the pressure being exerted on northern Britain. As for 

                                                 
876 AU, 871.3, pp 326–7, AFM, note o, pp 26–7; for the identification of the 
fortress stormed by Áed with Dunseverick, see J. Getty, ‘Dunseverick Castle’, 
The Dublin Penny Journal vol. I, no. 46 (May 11 1833), 361–4. 
877 AU, 871.1, pp 326–7; Alex Woolf, From Pictland to Alba: 789–1070 
(Edinburgh, 2007), pp 114–6. 
878 Margaret C. [rectè E.] Dobbs, ‘The Ban-shenchus (suite) [Part II]’, p. 186; 
AU, 858.2, pp 316–7; Máel Muire’s brother Constantín (862–76) was probably 
king when this marriage was arranged, for which see Woolf, Pictland to Alba, 
p. 115.   
879 See above; Ó Corráin prefers to see the northern Viking bases as the work 
of independent freebooters unattached to the Dublin leadership, for which see 
Ó Corráin, ‘High-kings, Vikings and other kings’, p. 313. 
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the Gaill who aided him in this, Ó Corráin has argued that they 

may have been a band of independent adventurers that Áed had 

allied with, though the possibility that they were the Vikings 

whom Áed had subjugated in 866 should not be ruled out 

either.880 Whatever the truth of this matter, it seems likely that the 

taking of Dunseverick was an event of some importance, and was 

an attempt to assist Pictland and Strathclyde by disrupting the 

Vikings’ lines of communication. 

Following their return from Britain, Amlaíb and Ímar appear 

to have slain Ailill son of Dúnlang – who is recognised as king of 

the Leinstermen at his obit – and reinstated Muiredach, who had 

been ousted by Áed and Cerball following their recent 

invasion.881 Clearly, the ambitions of Áed and the Vikings 

overlapped in this strategically important kingdom, and this is 

especially true of the Uí Dúnlainge heartland in what is now 

county Kildare, which lay on the borders of Dublin and which 

either insulated the fledgling Viking kingdom from attack or left 

it vulnerable to assault, depending on who controlled it. In this 

particular instance, the Vikings appear to have been able to 

effectively undermine Áed’s postion in the province by restoring 

their favoured candidate to power, a reminder that the Cenél 

nEógain king did not have things all his own way. 

Furthermore, the Vikings were not the only ones who could 

effectively oppose him. As we have seen, the Munstermen could 

also on occasion challenge the power of the kings of Tara and in 

871 Donnchad mac Dubdábairenn – who was perhaps acting as 

the king of Cashel – harried Connacht alongside Cerball of 

Osraige, who seems to have changed his allegiance once more 

and broken away from his longstanding alliance with the Uí 

                                                 
880 CS, s.a. 898, pp 176–7; this reference to a raid on Armagh carried out by 
the Gaill of Lough Foyle suggests, as Todd noted, that this settlement was not 
destroyed by Áed in 866 but continued to be used, for which see Todd, CGG, 
p. lxxvi. There is, of course, also the possibility that that the settlement had 
been re-founded in between these two dates.    
881 AU, 871.4, pp 326–7. 
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Néill.882 Moving forward to 873, the annals record that the 

Óenach Tailtenn – the right to preside over which was one of the 

great prerogatives of the kings of Tara – was not held, adding that 

this was ‘sine causa iusta ⁊ digna’ and ‘something which we 

have not heard since ancient times.’883 Evidently, there was much 

distress at the cancelling of such a major assembly, which was 

not only of great political significance, but also provided 

entertainment and served as a marketplace for attendees.884 Why 

exactly it was cancelled is unfortunately a question that can never 

be satisfactorily answered, but it must have entailed a great loss 

of prestige for Áed, who clearly did not enjoy an unchallenged 

hegemony. 

Nevertheless, this does not mean that he had become inactive. 

The following year he led an expedition against the Laigin, 

during which several churches were profaned.885 It is possible 

that this hosting was organised to take advantage of the death of 

Ímar – who had died the previous year in 873 and who had been 

rather grandiosely acclaimed as ‘king of the Norsemen of all 

Ireland and Britain’ in his obit – continuing the struggle between 

Áed and Dublin for mastery over Leinster.886 This is not to say 

that the Leinster kings were incapable of acting on their own 

iniative however, and in 875 Muiredach son of Bran – who had 

returned to the kingship following the death of Ailill – laid waste 

the country as far as Sliab Monduirn, which Charles-Edwards 

states was probably in Cúla Breg in the north of Brega.887 This 

                                                 
882 AFM, s.a. 869 [871], pp 514–5; FA, §398, pp 144–5; Charles-Edwards 
believes that the campaign mentioned here in these annals may in fact be the 
same as that recorded s.a. 873 elsewhere, for which see Charles-Edwards, The 
Chronicle of Ireland, p. 323 n. 1. If it was a separate campaign, Dúnchad may 
have been leading the men of Munster before his recorded accession due to the 
illness of the reigning king of Cashel, whose death in 872 is recorded ‘after 
prolonged suffering’; AU, 872.3, pp 328–9.    
883 CS, s.a. 873, pp 164–5; AU, 873.6, pp 330–1.  
884 For a description of the events at an óenach, see Binchy, ‘the Fair of 
Tailtiu’, 124–5; Charles- Edwards, ECI, pp 14–5. 
885 AU, 874.4, pp 330–1.  
886 AU, 873.3, pp 328–9. 
887 AU, 875.2, pp 330–1; Charles-Edwards, The Chronicle of Ireland, p. 326 n. 
1. 
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was probably a revenge attack for Áed’s raid and shows that he 

had failed to cow the Leinster king. 

Meanwhile, the Vikings of Dublin were struggling to adjust 

to life after their first generation of rulers, and in 875 Amlaíb’s 

son Oistín was killed by Albann, another Viking leader.888 It has 

been suggested that this Albann is the same as the Halfdan 

mentioned in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle as sharing out the lands 

of the Northumbrians amongst himself and his men in 876, and 

that he should be considered a brother to the three rí Gall, 

making him Oistín’s uncle. A cornerstone of this argument is an 

entry recorded in this Chronicle sub anno 878, which mentions 

an unnamed brother of Inwaere and Halfdan who was killed 

during a raid on Devon. This Inwaere, who was active as one of 

the leaders of the Great Army in England, has then been 

identified with the Ímar based in Dublin.889 Furthermore, as 

Halfdan can quite reliably be labelled as a Dubgall, this entry has 

also been taken to show that the leaders of the Dublin Vikings 

were themselves Dubgaill, which would also make Ímar a 

member of this group.890 However, the evidence for this is far 

from straightforward, and the familial connection cannot be 

definitively proven.891 Indeed, Etchingham uses an entry from 

this same period to plausibly argue that the Dubliners were in fact 

                                                 
888 AU, 875.4, pp 330–1; the last mention of Amlaíb in the annals is in 871, 
when he returns from Alba. Historians have been puzzled by his disappearance, 
though some have pointed to an entry in FA which states that Amlaíb went 
back to ‘Lochlainn’ to help his father who was facing internal dissent, for 
which see FA, §400, pp 144–5; Holm, ‘The slave trade’, 321. However, there 
is an account in CKA of his killing in Alba while he was attempting to collect 
tribute, and this seems more likely; Hudson, ‘The Scottish Chronicle’, 148, 
154; for further discussion see Woolf, Pictland to Alba, pp 108–110. 
889 Swanton, Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, s.a. 876[875], 878, pp 74–7; Swanton, 
citing Geoffrey Gaimar, identifies this brother as Ubba; Swanton, p. 75 n. 12. 
Simon Keynes cautiously supports this equation of Inwaere with Ímar, while 
Downham  is much more confident in stating it, for which see Keynes, 
‘Vikings in England’, Peter Sawyer (ed.) The Oxford Illustrated History of the 
Vikings, p. 54; Downham, Viking kings, p. 68 n. 25.  
890 Downham, Viking kings, p. xvii, p. 24. 
891 R.W. McTurk, ‘Ragnarr Loðbrók in the Irish annals?’, Bo Almqvist & 
David Greene (eds), Proceedings of the Seventh Viking Congress: Dublin 15–
21 August 1973 (Dublin, 1976), pp 93–123, pp 119–120; Ó Corráin, ‘High-
kings, Vikings and other kings’, pp 319–23. 
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Finngaill rather than Dubgaill, further complicating matters.892 

Therefore, the question appears to be intractable, though it is 

important to bear in mind that what made someone a Dubgall or 

a Finngall is still unknown to historians, and it is thus eminently 

possible that two brothers could end up on different sides of the 

divide. Regardless of this debate, it seems quite clear that Viking 

activity in Ireland noticeably decreased in the aftermath of Ímar’s 

death, giving rise to the erroneous notion of the ‘forty years’ rest’ 

from Viking attacks in later historiography.893 

However, despite this change in fortunes for the Vikings, in 

876 Áed again did not convene the Óenach Tailtenn, even though 

the annals state once more that there was no just or worthy reason 

for this.894 The criticism inherent in this entry appears to indicate 

that Áed was unwilling, rather than unable, to hold the óenach, 

though such a supposition is far from certain. The same entry is 

repeated word for word two years later in 878, meaning that Áed 

had only hosted three óenaig, which were supposed to be annual 

events, in the six opportunities between 873 and 878.895 Jaski 

sees this as indicative of Áed’s weakness as a king which, in his 

opinion, explains why Áed was only acclaimed as rex Temoriae 

                                                 
892 Etchingham, ‘Names’, Bolton, Sigurðsson (eds), Celtic-Norse relationships, 
p. 36. 
893 For a discussion of this decrease see Etchingham, Viking raids on Irish 
church settlements, pp 15–6; the notion of the ‘forty years’ rest’ goes back at 
least as far as the twelfth century; Todd CGG, §26, pp 26–7; as Ó Corráin and 
Purcell have shown, this is not to be taken literally and instead represents a 
biblically inspired trope, for which see Donnchadh Ó Corráin, ‘Vikings I: 
“Forty Years’ Rest”, Peritia 10 (1996), 224; Emer Purcell, ‘Ninth-century 
Viking entries in the Irish Annals: no “forty years’ rest”’, John Sheehan, 
Donnchadh Ó Corráin (eds), The Viking Age: Ireland and the west. Papers 
from the proceedings of the Fifteenth Viking Congress, Cork, 18–27 August 
2005 (Dublin, 2010), pp 322–37. Nonetheless, a clear reference to the 
subsidence of Viking attacks following the deaths of the three rí Gall can be 
found in Flann for Érinn, where Ireland was said to be prosperous during 
Flann Sinna’s reign as ‘no king has come over the sea out of the thronging 
wave’. Clearly in Máel Muru’s opinion these figures had not been replaced by 
leaders who posed quite the same danger, for which see Laura Álvarez García, 
Towards a first critical edition of ‘Flann for Érinn’, a poem ascribed to Máel 
Muru († 887) (M.A. thesis, NUI Galway, 2015), §81, p. 31, p. 42; see Chapter 
III Section 2.2 below. 
894 AU, 876.3, pp 332–333.  
895 AU, 878.7, pp 334–5. 



 250 

in the annals at his obit, rather than the more imposing rí Érenn 

uile of his predecessor.896 

Yet, as we have seen, Áed was far from being a weak king, 

especially during the first half of his reign, and was active in 

every province except Munster, in a similar fashion to many of 

his Northern Uí Néill forebears as king of Tara. His victories 

over the Vikings and his actions in Ulaid also show him to be a 

proactive king whose achievements should not be downplayed. 

However, unlike Máel Sechnaill, and unlike his successor Flann 

Sinna, we have no evidence from Áed’s reign that he ever openly 

declared himself as king of Ireland, and there are no events 

recorded in the annals where he could be said to have been acting 

in an all-Ireland capacity. It could be the case then that he did not 

share the island-wide ambitions of Clann Cholmáin in this period, 

and was for the most part content to be the unquestioned ruler of 

Leth Chuinn. However, in 874, Féthgna, bishop of Armagh, was 

described in his obit as ‘caput relegionis totius Hiberniae’ and, as 

we saw earlier, Áed may have had a particularly close 

relationship with this church.897 Therefore, Áed’s position as the 

protector of the ‘head of religion of all Ireland’ should not be 

overlooked when assessing his potential interest in the idea of a 

kingship of Ireland.898 Moreover, though their exact destinations 

remain unknown, it is interesting to note that both the king of 

Gwynedd and the relics of Columba were said to have sought 

refuge in Ireland from the Gaill within one year of each other, 

indicating that Ireland, despite the presence of the Viking 

stronghold of Dublin, was considered a safe haven from attack, 

                                                 
896 Bart Jaski, ‘The Vikings and the kingship of Tara’, Peritia 9 (1995), 310–
51, 319–21; AU, 879.1, pp 334–5; AI, s.a. 879, pp 136–7; CS, s.a. 879, pp 
166–7. 
897 AU, 874.3, pp 330–1; see above. 
898 A poem following his obit in AU describes him as ‘airdrí Gaidhel’, which, 
if contemporary, would have enormous implications for our understanding of 
Irish identity in this period. However, according to Charles-Edwards, the poem 
is more than likely a later interpolation, for which see Charles-Edwards, The 
Chronicle of Ireland, p. 2. 
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testament perhaps to the strength and stability of Áed’s reign and 

his standing amongst his fellow kings.899 

 

Section 2.2: Flann Sinna 

Upon Áed’s death in 879, Máel Sechnaill’s son Flann Sinna – 

who had only two years before taken over as king of Mide – 

became the new ruler of the Uí Néill, and he immediately set 

about asserting his authority.900 He married Máel Muire, Áed’s 

widow, copying what Áed had done with his own mother and 

cementing his legitimacy as the new king, as well as forging ties 

with the powerful Alpínid dynasty.901 In 880, Flann led an 

expedition against the Leinstermen and was given their aitiri. As 

Robin Chapman-Stacey has pointed out, these aitiri were sureties 

who were given in cases of free clientship between a client and 

lord, indicating that the Laigin had submitted to Flann, albeit on 

generous terms.902 His choice of Leinster as a target – in addition 

to it being a traditional target of new kings of Tara – may have 

been influenced by the accession of Domnall mac Muirecáin as 

king of that province in the same year. However, 880 was not an 

entirely successful year for Flann as, according to CS, Mide itself 

was plundered by the Munstermen, possibly while Flann was in 

Leinster.903 Flann though seems to have struck back almost 

immediately, and, according to AFM, plundered Munster from 

Bóraime – the ford over the Shannon at Killaloe in modern 

county Clare – to Cork, though he does not appear to have taken 

their hostages on this occasion.904 In 882, Flann directed his gaze 

northwards and plundered Armagh, with CS also adding that he 

                                                 
899 AU, 877.3, pp 332–333, 878.9, pp 334–335. 
900 AU, 877.2, pp 332–333; O’Flynn, the organisation and operation, pp 225–
6. 
901 Margaret C. [rectè E.] Dobbs ‘The Ban-Shenchus [Part I]’, 311; Woolf 
suggests that Máel Muire’s nephew may have been exiled for a time and posits 
that they may have stayed in Ireland with their aunt in the early years of her 
marriage to Flann; Woolf, Pictland to Alba, p. 322. 
902 CS, s.a. 880, pp 166–7; Robin Chapman Stacey, The road to judgment, pp 
91–99.  
903 CS, s.a. 880, pp 166–7. 
904 AFM, s.a. 877 [881], pp 526–7. 
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took the hostages of Cenél nEógain and Cenél Conaill, 

powerfully demonstrating his dominance over the Northern Uí 

Néill and their dependants.905  

Interestingly, the annals state that Flann’s army was 

composed of both Gaill and Goídil, again highlighting the fact 

that, though the two identities were always clearly delineated and 

distinguished from each other, even the most powerful of Irish 

kings were still more than willing to cross the ethnic divide and 

ally with the Vikings when the need arose. According to a gloss 

in Baile in Scáil, the Gaill who assisted Flann were of the Uí 

Ímair, the Viking dynasty that ruled in Dublin.906 Though this is 

not the most reliable source, it is at least possible that Flann had 

struck an alliance with the Dubliners, who were no doubt enticed 

by the prospect of another lucrative raid on Armagh. 

Another possibility is that these Gaill may in fact have been 

the enemies of the Dublin regime, who had allied with Clann 

Cholmáin at an earlier stage. Evidence for this is provided by an 

annal entry in 883, where AU records: ‘The death of Auisle’s son 

at the hands of Iergne’s son and the daughter of Máel Sechnaill.’ 

CS adds to this by giving their names as Otir and Muirgel 

respectively.907 Judging from this entry it seems likely that 

Muirgel was married to one of these two men, with Otir perhaps 

appearing to be the most likely candidate. If so, this could 

indicate that an alliance between Clann Cholmáin and an element 

of the Finngaill may have existed as far back as the 850s, as 

Otir’s father was presumably the Viking leader slain in battle 

against the Dubgaill in 852.908 That the son of Auisle was their 

target is also of interest, and as Muirgel is given a prominent role 

in this deed – as well as the fact that they are the only two 

perpetrators mentioned – it seems most likely that he was not 
                                                 
905 AU, 882.1, pp 336–7; CS, s.a. 882, pp 166–9. 
906 Murray, Baile in Scáil, § 52, pp 45–6, pp 63–4. 
907 AU, 883.4, pp 338–9; CS, s.a. 883, pp 168–9. 
908 AU, 852.3, pp 310–11; it is also possible that Muirgel was married to 
Auisle’s son or even  unmarried, though her marriage to Otir remains the most 
likely from a political standpoint. 



 253 

slain on the battlefield but was instead killed through guile and 

deceit.909 If such was the case, it would suggest that the killers 

and their victim were on the same side. This is of course mere 

speculation, but it is at least a possibility that Auisle’s son had 

remained loyal to his murdered father and so had been forced out 

of Dublin by his father’s slayers, joining with a group of anti-

Dublin Vikings led by the sons of Iergne, who had themselves 

been displaced following the tumultuous events of the early 850s, 

subsequently allying themselves with Clann Cholmáin against 

their common enemy. The resulting tensions between Auisle’s 

son and the sons of Iergne may then have led to the former’s 

murder. Whatever the truth of this intriguing matter, it is clear 

that Flann had in the space of a few short years risen to dominate 

the entire island, a process that appears to have been completed 

in 882, when CS records another expedition by Flann against 

Munster, and this time he is explicitly stated to have taken its 

hostages.910 For the next few years the annals rarely mention 

Flann, though if he did have an alliance with the sons of Iergne 

the slaying of Éiremon, lethrí of Ulaid – one of the only areas 

where Flann had not previously campaigned – by Eloir son of 

Iergne may indicate that he was attempting to expand his 

influence in the northeast.911 

Moving forward to 887, the annals rather cryptically 

announce the arrival of ‘the Pilgrim’ to Ireland, who, it was said, 

came bearing Cáin Domnaig and a letter which had come from 

heaven.912 The former is evidently a reference to the Irish law-

                                                 
909 Such killings were common in Ireland at the time. For example, in the four-
year period from 884 to 887, no less than five killings explicitly committed by 
companions (socii) or kinsmen (fratres) are recorded by the annals, for which 
see Charles-Edwards, The Chronicle of Ireland, s.a. 884–7, pp 332–4. 
910 CS, s.a. 882, pp 168–9. 
911 AU, 886.1, pp 342–3; the use of this name would appear to indicate the 
growing influence of the Irish origin myth on secular society at this time, 
though the fact that the name is also rendered as Auromun makes this 
uncertain, for which see Charles-Edwards, The Chronicle of Ireland, p. 334 n. 
1; for a discussion of the adoption of names associated with the Irish origin 
myth, see Chapter III Section 4.1 below. 
912 CS, s.a. 887, pp 170–1; AU, 887.3, pp 342–3. 
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tract of the same name, while the latter was a version of the 

Sunday Letter, copies of which had been circulating in Europe 

since at least the sixth century and which – so it was claimed – 

had been written by the hand of God Himself.913 However, as 

Dorothy Whitelock has shown, both of these documents were 

well-known in Ireland before this date, making the significance 

of this entry hard to place.914 It is possible that the Pilgrim, who 

is named as Anealoen in AI and Ananloen by AFM, brought a 

new version of the letter to Ireland, as AFM also note that the 

letter he bore had fallen from heaven in Jerusalem, whereas the 

text of the Epistil Ísu asserts that it was found in Rome.915 AI on 

the other hand does not mention the Sunday Letter at all and 

instead associates his coming with a change in the style of 

tonsures in Ireland, something which CS also mentions but places 

the following year and does not explicitly connect to 

Anealoen.916 

Regardless of this, he may have had a major impact on Irish 

politics as in 888 the annals note: ‘The Gaill inflicted a battle-

rout on Flann son of Máel Sechnaill and there fell there Áed son 

of Conchobor, king of Connacht, and Lergus son of Cruinnén 

bishop of Kildare, and Donnchad son of Máel Dúin, princeps of 

Kildalkey [in modern county Meath] and other civitates.’ Added 

to the end of this entry in the margin is the note: ‘Cath ind 

Ailithir (The Battle of the Pilgrim)’.917 That he did not die in this 

battle – the usual reason in the annals for naming a conflict after 
                                                 
913 For the earlier history of the Sunday Letter, see Dorothy Whitelock, 
‘Bishop Ecgred, Pehtred and Niall’, Dorothy Whitelock, Rosamond 
McKitterick, David Dumville (eds), Ireland in early medieval Europe: Essays 
in memory of Kathleen Hughes (Cambridge, 1982), pp 47–68, pp 50–1; 
Jacqueline Borsje, ‘The Bruch in the Irish version of the Sunday Letter’, Ériu 
45 (1994), 83–98, 84–5; For an edition of the Irish Sunday Letter, see J.G. 
O’Keeffe (ed, and trans.), ‘Cáin Domnaig’, Ériu 2 (1905), 189–214; For Cáin 
Domnaig itself see Vernam Hull (ed. and trans.), ‘Cáin Domnaig’, Ériu 20 
(1966), 151–77,   
914 Whitelock, ‘Bishop Ecgred, Pehtred and Niall’, Whitelock et al. (eds), 
Ireland in early medieval Europe, pp 64–5. 
915 AI, s.a. 887, pp 136–7; AFM, s.a. 884 [887], pp 536–7; O’Keeffe, ‘Cáin 
Domnaig’, 192–3.  
916 CS, s.a. 888, pp 170–1. 
917 AU, 888.5, pp 344–5. 
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someone – is shown by CS, which states that he left Ireland in 

898, ten years later.918 This compilation also adds that the 

victorious Gaill were those of Dublin, but interestingly it does 

not explicitly connect the battle to the Pilgrim. Meanwhile, AI 

merely reports the death of the king of Connacht and does not 

even mention the battle.919 Nonetheless, the presence of several 

prominent ecclesiastics at this battle is noteworthy, and it is 

possible that Anealoen had actually played a key role in all of 

this. A gloss in Baile in Scáil also appears to link him with the 

battle, as it notes that during Flann’s reign many signs will come, 

including ‘a messenger from heaven (i.e. a pilgrim from Rome) 

who will proclaim the slaughter of the Goídil at Dublin (i.e. of 

the pilgrim)’.920 This suggests that Anealoen may have actually 

spoken out against Flann’s planned hosting and had prophesied 

its failure, though because of the late nature of much of this 

source, as well as the fact that this statement is contained in a 

gloss to the original text, this testimony is uncertain. 

Nonetheless, despite this confusion over the role played by 

Anealoen, it is clear that Flann – who must have exercised rather 

widespread control before this battle if he was able to command 

the king of Connacht as well as the most powerful bishop in 

Leinster – suffered a major blow to his authority in the aftermath 

of this defeat. Indeed, in the same year it appears that he was 

unable, rather than unwilling, to host the Óenach Tailtenn, 

further damaging his prestige.921 However, worse was to come 

the following year when not only was the óenach again not held, 

but Domnall, son of Áed Findliath, led an army of the ‘men of 

the North of Ireland (feraib tuaisceirt Érenn)’ and of Gaill 

against the Southern Uí Néill and Flann.922 However, though 

                                                 
918 CS, s.a. 898, pp 176–7. 
919 CS, s.a. 888, pp 170–1; AI, s.a. 888, pp 138–9. 
920 Murray, Baile in Scáil, §52, pp 63–4, pp 45–6. 
921 AU, 888.10, pp 344–5. 
922 AU, 889.1, 889.4, pp 344–5; Holm identified these Gaill with those of 
Dublin; Holm, ‘The slave trade’, p. 322; Jaski, on the other hand, thinks it 
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Flann apparently did not host the óenach in 890 either, he was 

not dislodged from power by his northern rival and in 891 he 

finally held it again, re-establishing himself as the pre-eminent 

king of Leth Chuinn.923 Yet his power had clearly declined as in 

the same year Clonard – a church closely associated with Clann 

Cholmáin – as well as Kildare were plundered by Vikings, 

presumably those based at Dublin.924 

However, these Vikings soon fell victim to their own internal 

dissensions and splintered into two factions, one following the 

son of Ímar – whom Downham identifies as Sitric – and the other 

following jarl Sichfrith.925 Sitric seems to have temporarily left 

the island as a result of this dispute but he returned in 894, 

though it is unclear whether he came back to Dublin or 

established himself elsewhere.926 However, this did not mean that 

they no longer posed a significant threat, and in 895 Armagh was 

plundered yet again, this time by a new leader named Glúniarann, 

in which 710 people were taken captive.927 Yet these internal 

tensions did take their toll and the following year Sitric was slain 

by ‘other Norsemen (aliis Nordmannis)’, though the annals do 

not specify more than that.928 Additionally, Glún Tradna – 

described as a son of Glúniarann – and Amlaíb ua Ímair were 

killed by the Conailli Muirthemne in the same year, precipitating 

a leadership crisis within the Uí Ímair dynasty.929  

Throughout this period we hear little of Flann and even less 

of the kings of Cashel, though in 897 CS does state that Flann 

took the hostages of the Connachta, his first recorded hosting 

                                                                                                           
more likely that these were the Vikings based on Lough Foyle, for which see 
Jaski, ‘The Vikings and the kingship of Tara, p. 321 n. 43. 
923 CS, s.a. 891, pp 172–3. 
924 CS, s.a. 891, pp 172–3, 
925 AU, 893.4, pp 346–7; Downham, Viking kings, p. 25. 
926 AU, 894.4, pp 348–9.  
927 AU, 895.6, pp 348–9; Downham, Viking kings, p. 26. 
928 AU, 896.3, pp 348–9. 
929 CS, s.a. 896, pp 174–5; Downham, Viking kings, p. 26. 
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since his defeat nine years earlier.930 However, in the following 

year CS also records an outbreak of warfare between Flann and 

his son Máel Ruanaid, highlighting Flann’s continued 

vulnerability.931 The Connachtmen appear to have tried to take 

advantage of this and the following year they raided western 

Mide, though they were routed at Athlone. This action appears to 

have led to a mórdál being organised at the same location in 900 

where the king of Connacht renewed his submission to Flann, 

under the auspices of Clonmacnoise.932 This period of internecine 

strife came to an end with the death of Máel Ruanaid, who is 

called rígdamna Érenn by the annalists, at the hands of the 

Luigne in 901. Intriguingly this is the first time that this title was 

employed in these texts, further showing that the idea of an Irish 

kingship was beginning to become part of regular political 

discourse. Moreover, the fact that Máel Ruanaid had died before 

becoming a king suggests that the conception of the king of 

Ireland was also beginning to change, from a title that was only 

given occasionally as a mark of prestige to particularly 

outstanding kings, to one that could be passed on directly from a 

king to his successors. It thus appears to have been becoming a 

normalised position, which now always had an incumbent.933 

In the same year however, Cormac mac Cuilennáin came to 

power in Munster, and under his rule the southern province 

would experience a dramatic, albeit brief, revival of fortune, 

which shall be discussed more below.934 The following year, 902, 

witnessed the lowest ebb for the Dublin Vikings, as the annals 

                                                 
930 CS, s.a. 897, pp 176–7; the annals also record a defeat suffered in Osraige 
by the army of Máel Ruanaid son of Flann and an unnamed son of Ímar, 
presumably Sitric who had just returned to Ireland; however, O’Flynn believes 
that he did not have his father’s approval to undertake such a hosting, for 
which see AFM, s.a. 890 [895], pp 546–7; O’Flynn, The organisation and 
operation, p. 229.  
931 CS, s.a. 898, pp 176–7. 
932 CS, s.a. 899, pp 126–7; AFM, s.a. 895 [900], pp 554–5; O’Flynn, The 
organisation and operation, pp 230–1. 
933 AU, 901.1, pp 352–3; CS, s.a. 901, pp 176–9; AI calls him calls him 
‘rígdamna of Tara’ instead, for which see AI, s.a. 901, pp 140–1. 
934 AU, 901.3, pp 352–3. 
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record: ‘The heathens were driven from Ireland, i.e. from the 

longport of Áth Cliath by Máel Finnia son of Flannacán with the 

men of Brega and by Cerball son of Muiricán with the Laigin; 

and they abandoned a good number of their ships, and escaped 

half-dead after they had been wounded and broken.’935 This entry 

used to be taken as marking a hiatus in settlement at Dublin, but 

recent archaeological research has shown that the site was not 

fully abandoned even after this defeat, and instead the entry 

should be read as marking the expulsion of the ruling dynasty 

rather than the bulk of the population.936  

However, Flann was still not in a position to reassert his 

authority despite the expulsion of the Uí Ímair, and in 903 he is 

accused by the annals of instigating a killing at the monastery of 

Trevet, which was carried out by Máel Mithig mac Flannacáin – 

brother to the recently deceased Máel Finnia and the new head of 

the Uí Chonaing dynasty of northern Brega – and by Óengus, 

Flann’s own son.937 The victim of this conspiracy is 

unfortunately not named, but this killing is perhaps to be linked 

to Flann’s actions the following year, when he profaned the 

monastery of Kells by attacking another of his sons, Donnchad, 

beheading many around the oratory.938 Clearly, Flann was still 

facing opposition from within his own family. Yet following the 

incident at Kells, Flann appears to have considered his position 

strong enough to once again begin campaigning against his rivals, 

and in 905 he led an expedition against the Osraige.939 This was 

followed the next year by a hosting against Munster, which was 

overrun from Gabrán to Luimnech (i.e. across the breadth of the 

                                                 
935 AU, 902.2, pp 352–3. 
936 Linzi Simpson, Director’s Findings: Temple Bar West (Dublin, 1999), pp 
32–3. 
937 AU, 903.4, pp 354–5. 
938 AU, 904.1, pp 354–5. 
939 AU, 905.2, pp 354–5. 



 259 

province), demonstrating his desire – much like his father – to 

bring the southern province firmly under Uí Néill control.940 

However, unlike Máel Sechnaill, Flann faced a determined 

and energetic king of Munster in the figure of Cormac mac 

Cuilennáin. In the words of John Kelleher: ‘the reign of Cormac 

mac Cuilennáin is one of the most intriguing episodes in early 

Irish history; and one of the most frustrating too, for the evidence 

has plainly been cut and blurred with deliberate intent.’941 

Certainly, the majority of the evidence we have concerning 

Cormac is from a later age and so must be treated with caution, 

and of the works ascribed to him by commentators few, if any, 

can be attributed with certainty. Indeed, it is difficult, if not 

impossible, to separate out the historical figure from the pious 

man of letters and royal martyr of later legend.942 Even his 

genealogy, which makes him a member of an obscure collateral 

branch of the Eóganacht Chaisil, has been called into question.943 

Yet, though we know little of his origins, it does appear that 

Cormac came to power in Munster at an advanced age, and was 

more than likely already a cleric when he was made king.944 It is 

possible that his accession was similar to that of Ólchobor half a 

century earlier, a relative outsider who came to power in a time 

of crisis.945 That all was not well in Munster is suggested by the 

fact that Cormac seems to have ousted his predecessor from 

                                                 
940 AU, 906.3, pp 354–5; O’Flynn suggests that Gabrán to Limerick should not 
be taken literally, and simply implies widespread plundering; O’Flynn, The 
organisation and operation, pp 232–3. 
941 John V. Kelleher, ‘The Rise of Dál Cais’, Etienne Rynne (ed.), North 
Munster Studies, pp 230–41, p. 235. 
942 Máire Ní Mhaonaigh, ‘Cormac mac Cuilennáin: king, bishop and 
“wondrous sage”’, ZCP 58 (2011), 109–128, 112, 122; for more on works 
attributed to Cormac, see Chapter III Section 4.3 below.   
943 Ó Corráin, Ireland before the Normans, p. 111. 
944 CS contains a retrospective recording of his birth, for which see CS, s.a. 
837, pp 142–3. He appears to have been a bishop before becoming king; Ní 
Mhaonaigh, ‘Cormac mac Cuilennáin’, p. 111; AI, s.a. 901, pp 140–1. In 
addition, AFM and CS both record the death of Snédgius of Dísert Díarmata, 
whom they describe as Cormac’s aite, meaning his teacher or fosterfather, for 
which see AFM, s.a. 885 [888], pp 536–7; CS, s.a. 888, pp 170–1; eDIL s.v. 1 
aite. 
945 See Chpater III, Section 1.3 above; Byrne, IKHK, p. 214. 
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Cashel, who was then subsequently murdered.946 Alternatively, 

Kelleher has suggested that Cormac may have originally been 

installed as an Uí Néill puppet by Flann.947 If this was the case, it 

would represent a significant expansion of Flann’s power into the 

south and would greatly reinforce his claims to be king of Ireland. 

However, the evidence for this supposition is slight, and it is 

more likely that Cormac came to power due to internal Munster 

politics rather than through the machinations of an Uí Néill 

overlord. Moreover, it appears that Cormac and Flann were not 

on good terms from an early stage in his reign as in the same year 

that Flann led his hosting against Osraige, AFM note that: 

‘Diarmait, son of Cerball, was driven from the kingdom of 

Osraige; and Cellach, son of Cerball, was made king in his 

place.’ The same chronicle also records a victory for Cellach 

against the Éle and Múscraige of Munster, in which the king of 

the former was slain.948 

Putting this evidence together, two separate readings are 

possible. Firstly, it could be that Diarmait had been driven from 

his kingdom by Flann and been replaced by Cellach, who then set 

about proving his loyalty to the Uí Néill king by attacking his 

Munster neighbours. Alternatively, Diarmait may in fact have 

been allied to Flann, with his overthrow representing an attempt 

by Cormac to reassert Munster’s control over Osraige, as 

Kelleher suggests. Flann’s attack on the kingdom would then 

have been in retaliation for the deposition of his ally.949 This 

second reading is supported by the fact that Flann, according to 

FA, reinstated Diarmait as king of Osraige in the aftermath of 

Belach Mugna, reinforcing the notion that these two were allies 

                                                 
946 AU, 901.3, 902.1, pp 352–3. 
947 Kelleher, ‘Rise of Dál Cais’, Rynne (ed.), North Munster Studies, pp 235–6. 
948 AFM, s.a. 900 [905], pp 560–1. 
949 Kelleher suggests that Éle and Múscraige were not on good terms with 
Cashel at the time, making Cellach’s attack on them more explicable, for 
which see Kelleher, ‘Rise of Dal Cais’, Rynne (ed.) North Munster Studies, p. 
235. 
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and that Cormac was attempting to undermine Flann’s influence 

there by supporting Cellach.950 

In response to the Uí Néill hosting against his kingdom in 906, 

Cormac, alongside Flaithbertach mac Inmainén – who was 

himself a cleric and Cormac’s right-hand man during his short 

reign – led an army to Mag Léna in southern Mide, where he 

defeated the army of Leth Chuinn led by Flann.951 However, this 

did not seem to satisfy the Munster king, who led a second 

expedition against Leth Chuinn within the same year. This time, 

Cormac was able to lead away the hostages of the Connachta and, 

according to AI, of the Uí Néill as well.952 As the other annals 

remain silent on the latter claim it is impossible to say whether 

the AI account preserves the truth – which the other annals being 

based in Leth Chuinn found too embarrassing to relate – or 

whether it was merely Munster propaganda. Yet, regardless of 

the veracity of these claims, it seems that Cormac’s raids did 

precipitate a crisis in Leth Chuinn, as in the same year an 

otherwise unknown ecclesiastic named Céile Cléirech 

promulgated a cáin over this territory.953 Presumably, this cáin 

had the support of Flann, and its promulgation appears to have 

been an attempt by the king of Tara to maintain his authority in 

the face of this new threat. This attempt seems not to have been 

fully successful however as, early in 908, the Cenél nEógain – 

led by two sons of Áed Findliath, Domnall and Níall – went on a 

hosting to Tlachtga, an important symbolic site for the Southern 

Uí Néill, which they burned.954 Flann thus desperately needed a 

victory against Cormac to reaffirm his place as the island’s 

                                                 
950 FA note that in the aftermath of this battle, Flann reinstated Diarmait as 
king of Osraige, further supporting the notion that the two were allies; FA, 
§423, pp 158–9. 
951 The fact that the army is said to have been from Leth Chuinn implies that it 
was composed of more than just the Uí Néill, for which see CS, s.a. 906 [907], 
pp 180–1. 
952 CS, s.a. 906 [907], pp 180–1; AI, s.a. 907, pp 142–3. 
953 CS, s.a. 906 [907], pp 180–1. 
954 AU, 908.1, pp 356–7; O’Flynn, The organisation and operation, p. 233. 
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dominant king and to placate his restless northern relations.955 

This he achieved in crushing fashion at Belach Mugna, which 

was fought at Mag nAilbe in southern Leinster.956 

The cause of this battle, according to the later, saga-like 

account in FA, was due to Munster interference in Leinster, 

which provoked a response from Cerball mac Muirecáin, the 

Leinster king, who was aided by Flann.957 Indeed, several texts 

assert that Cerball had in fact married Flann’s daughter 

Gormfhlaith, which may explain their co-operation against 

Cormac.958 In addition, Flann also had the assistance of the king 

of Connacht, who at this stage appears to have been by and large 

obedient to the king of Tara. The slaughter was such that CS 

asserts that 6,000 were slain there, indicating that this was an 

especially large battle.959 The same annalist also describes 

Cormac as: ‘king of Cashel, an excellent scriba, a bishop and an 

anchorite and the best sapiens of the Goídil’, indicating that 

Cormac’s reputation as a legendary scholar was not entirely the 

work of later writers.  

In the year following his triumph, Flann built a stone church 

at Clonmacnoise, presumably as thanksgiving for his victory, and 

it may well have been on this occasion that the famous Cross of 

the Scriptures was erected.960 The inscriptions on this cross were 

the subject of much debate amongst historians until rubbings 

were taken by Domhnall Ó Murchadha, who showed that that the 

cross offered a prayer for Flann Sinna, who is explicitly called 

                                                 
955 The links between Flann and the Northern Uí Néill were particularly close, 
as Domnall was his stepbrother and Níall was both his stepson and stepbrother, 
for which see Woolf, Pictland to Alba, p. 257.  
956 AU, 908.3, pp 356–7; for the location of Mag nAilbe, see Hogan, 
Onomasticon, pp 511–2. 
957 FA, §423, pp 151–63. 
958 Máirín Ní Dhonnchadha, ‘On Gormfhlaith daughter of Flann Sinna and the 
lure of the sovereignty goddess’, Smyth (ed.), Seanchas, pp 225–37, pp 227–8.  
959 CS, s.a. 907 [908], pp 180–1. 
960 CS, s.a. 908 [909], pp 184–5; Charles-Edwards, The Chronicle of Ireland, p. 
348 n. 3. 
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king of Ireland.961 Flann is thus quite clearly following in the 

footsteps of his father, who also claimed this title on High-

Crosses across the midlands.962 Furthermore, if Flann did erect 

the Cross of the Scriptures on this occasion, he was also 

mirroring Máel Schnaill by publicly claiming this title in the 

aftermath of a famous victory over Munster, implying that the 

domination of the southern province by kings of Tara was a 

necessary step before they could be recognised as the rí Érenn. In 

addition to patronising Clonmacnoise, Flann also supported the 

church at Durrow, as shown by the inscription on the no longer 

extant book-shrine or cumdach for the Book of Durrow. 

Fortunately, this inscription was copied by Roderick O’Flaherty 

in 1677, and is preserved on a flyleaf of the book itself. It asks 

for Columba to bless Flann and acknowledges the latter as rí 

Érenn, who was clearly imitating his father in gaining the support 

of the most important ecclesiastical familiae in the midlands and 

using them to bolster his claims to the kingship.963  

Flann’s all-Ireland aspirations are also to be found in the 

poem known by its opening line as Flann for Érinn.964 This poem, 

written in praise of Flann, was the work of Máel Muru Othna, 

who is recorded at his obit in 887 as ‘rigfilid Érenn (royal poet of 

Ireland)’ in AU and ‘the learned poet of the Goídil (an file eolach 

Góidel)’ in CS, ample testimony to the esteem in which his work 

                                                 
961 Dómhnall Ó Murchadha, ‘Rubbings taken of the inscription on the Cross of 
the Scriptures’, Clonmacnois, JRSAI 110 (1980), 47–51; these findings are 
more neatly presented in Peter Harbison, The High-Crosses of Ireland, p. 357. 
The historiographical debate surrounding the inscriptions is summed up by 
Françoise Henry; Françoise Henry, ‘Around an inscription: The Cross of the 
Scriptures at Clonmacnois’, JRSAI 110 (1980), 36–46. 
962 See Chapter III Section 1.2 above. 
963 The inscription reads as follows: ‘OROIT ACUS BENDACHT 
CHOLUIMB CHILLE DO FLAUND MACC MAILSECHNAILL DORIG 
HEREIM LASANDERNAD ACUMDDACHSO’; Perette E. Michelli, ‘The 
inscriptions on pre-Norman Irish reliquaries’ PRIA 96 C (1996), 1–48, 28–30, 
48; Michelli claims that the inscription should actually be dated to the eleventh 
century or even to after the English Invasion, but Jaski has effectively refuted 
this and reaffirmed its connection to Flann Sinna, for which see Jaski, kingship 
and succession, p. 226 n. 149.    
964 For a provisional edition and translation of this poem, see Laura Álvarez 
García, opp. cit.   
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was held by his contemporaries, as well as demonstrating his 

close connections to the Clann Cholmáin king.965 Furthermore, it 

has been precisely dated by Carey to 885 based on internal 

evidence, giving us a fascinating snapshot of Irish society at this 

precise moment in time.966 For example, the poet states that the 

‘treasures of the world (Dúissi in domain)’ were sent to Flann, 

and asserts that the ‘folk of every language across the populous 

world (áes cach bérla fon mbith mbuidnech)’ served him. 

Though this is clearly hyperbole, we should not underestimate 

the possibility that foreign merchants and dignitaries may have 

been a regular feature at the Óenach Tailtenn, where this poem 

was presumably recited.967 

 For the most part though the poem records the battles won by 

the legendary king Túathal Techtmar against rival kings from 

Ulster, Connacht, Munster and Leinster, who had all united to 

unjustly depose and kill his father. In his place they had elected 

Éilim mac Connrach, king of Ulaid, whose usurpation was 

punished by God with infertility. Following these victories 

Túathal took the hostages of all Ireland and obtained sureties – 

including cosmic bodies such as the sun and moon – from the 

nobles of Ireland to guarantee the right of his descendants to rule 

from Tara over the entire island until the Day of Judgement.968 

Interestingly, this right was restricted in the poem solely to 

members of Clann Cholmáin, being passed down from their 

                                                 
965 AU, 887.5, pp 342–3, CS, s.a. 887, pp 170–1. 
966 John Carey, ‘In search of Mael Muru Othna’, Paul MacCotter et al. (eds), 
Clerics, Kings and Vikings, pp 429–39, pp 434–5. 
967 Álvarez García, Towards a first critical edition, §82, p. 31, p. 42; for 
examples of foreign merchants at other óenaig, see Edward Gwynn, (ed. and 
trans.), The metrical Dindshenchas, part III: text, translation and commentary 
(Dublin, 1913), pp 2–25, pp 24–5; it is also plausible that individuals from 
outside of Ireland may have established themselves as members of Flann’s 
inner circle, much like the foreigners in Alfred the Great’s court at the same 
time; for the latter see Keynes and Lapidge, Alfred the Great, §§77–9, pp 92–4, 
§94, p. 103. 
968 Álvarez García, Towards a first critical edition, §§4–5, §8, p. 15, p. 32, 
§§59–66, pp 26–8, pp 39–40. 
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ancestor Diarmait mac Cerbaill.969 What is more, this right was 

further restricted to the direct paternal line of Flann, as his 

grandfather Máel Ruanaid, who was king of Mide rather than 

Tara, is included but his great-uncle Conchobor, universally 

recognised as king of Tara, is not.970 At the same time, it does 

acknowledge that other members of the Uí Néill ‘spread the right 

of Túathal (Ro-lethsat for dliged Túathail)’, indicating that the 

poet was not claiming Clann Cholmáin as his sole worthy 

descendants.971 Nonetheless, their privileged position is clear. 

This position is also adopted in another stanza ascribed to Máel 

Muru, found in the Middle Irish prologue to Félire Óengusso. 

Here the poet asserts that he would henceforward choose Flann’s 

offspring, a phrase which, though ambiguous, appears to refer to 

their selection for a particular kingship. Though the kingship in 

question remains unstated, judging from Flann for Érinn it is 

quite likely that it in fact refers to the kingship of Ireland, in 

which case offering further evidence of Flann’s efforts to 

monopolize this position for his own immediate family.972 

Furthermore, Flann is also the likely subject of an elegy by 

Óengus mac Óengusa, who is accorded the title of prím-file 

Érenn at his own obit in AFM.973 This poem calls Flann ‘chief as 

far as the clear and slender sea’ and compares him to a sun in 

front of Ireland around which multitudes thronged, images which 

seem to be supporting the idea of Flann as king of Ireland and 

which would fit in well with the propaganda evident in other 

works associated with him, emphasising as they do his claims to 

                                                 
969 Álvarez García, Towards a first critical edition, §§68–72, pp 28–9, p. 40; 
O’Flynn, ‘Appendix 4 (Family Tree)’, The organisation and operation, p. 263. 
970 AU, 833.1, pp 288–9; CS, s.a. 832, pp 138–9; AI, s.a. 833, pp 126–7; AU, 
843.1, pp 300–1; CS, s.a. 843, pp 144–5.    
971 Álvarez García, Towards a first critical edition, §§73–4, p. 29, p. 41. 
972 Stokes, The Martyrology of Oengus pp 14–5; Carey, ‘In search of Mael 
Muru’, p. 435; this notion is also found in the last stanza of Flann for Érinn 
which prays that Flann’s family line may be everlasting, for which see Álvarez 
García, Towards a first critical edition, §83, p. 31, p. 42; Carey, ‘In search of 
Mael Muru’, p. 435. 
973 AFM, s.a. 930 [932], pp 626–7; His death is also recorded in AI, though the 
title given to him has unfortunately not been preserved due to what Mac Airt 
calls ‘a palpable erasure’, for which see AI, s.a. 932, pp 150–1, note a. 
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the kingship of Ireland.974 Interestingly, this fixation with the 

kingship of Ireland also appears to have carried over to Flann’s 

son Donnchad, as another poem, which has been interpreted as 

the latter’s inauguration ode, exhorts the new king to ‘rise up’ 

upon Ireland, asserting both his right to rule over the island as 

well as his claim to Tara, which the poet describes as his 

patrimony.975   

Therefore, these poems should be interpreted as reflecting the 

aspirations of Flann, however far-fetched and unrealistic, to 

monopolize the kingship of Ireland – which was now being 

conceptualized as a hereditary and constant office – for his own 

line, a direct challenge to his Northern Uí Néill rivals.  

Flann may have also legitimised his claim to rule over the 

entire island through the use of regnal-lists, as evidenced by the 

list preserved in the eleventh-century Chronicle of Marianus 

Scottus which claims to enumerate all of the rulers of Ireland 

who came from Leth Chuinn, beginning with Conn Cétchathach. 

976 Strangely, Fíachu Mullethan, son of Eógan Már and ancestor 

of the Eóganachta is also included in this list, despite his clear 

associations with Leth Moga. However, the rest of the rulers 

mentioned are demonstrably from Leth Chuinn, and the list ends 

with Flann Sinna, for whom it provides no indication for the 

length of his reign, suggesting that he was still ruling when it was 

drawn up. F.J. Byrne has suggested, based on a gap in the 

manuscript between the entries on Áed Oirnide and his successor 

Conchobor, that the list may have initially beeen drawn up in the 

former’s reign before being updated during Flann’s. Yet, its early 

portions contain ancestors of Clann Cholmáin who are not 

                                                 
974 Donncha Ó hAodha, ‘The first Middle Irish metrical tract’, Hildegard L.C, 
Tristram (ed.), Metrik und Medienwechsel / Metrics and Media (Tübingen, 
1991), pp 207–45, p. 226 n. 75, pp 226–7. 
975 Ó hAodha, ‘The first Middle Irish metrical tract’, pp 238–9, p. 239 n. 100.  
976 Bartholomew MacCarthy (ed.), The Codex Palatino-Vaticanus, no. 830 
(Dublin, 1892), pp 93–6; the manuscript itself has been digitised and is 
available to view at digi.vatlib.it/view/MSS_Pal.lat.830; the regnal-list is to be 
found on folio 15b (scan no. 24).  
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generally recognised elsewhere, and on examination of the 

manuscript this supposed ‘gap’ was found to be chimerical, being 

merely the beginning of a new column.977 Therefore, it is more 

likely that the list was in fact drawn up during Flann’s reign and 

reflected his ambitions and the claims of Clann Cholmáin, though 

in a less absolute way than in Flann for Érinn.978 The 

acclamation of these figures as ‘flathi Hiberniae’ then – 

assuming of course the short introduction was not the work of 

Marianus himself – is significant, and further shows Flann’s 

interest in the kingship of Ireland. 

However, Flann’s position was not undisputed following the 

defeat of Cormac. In 910, Flann defeated the men of Bréifne in 

battle in what appears to have been a large-scale encounter. In the 

same year, Domnall – Flann’s son by Máel Muire – led a fleet on 

Lough Derg alongside Innrachdach son of Conchobor, and there 

they defeated the Munster fleet.979 Evidently, Flann was trying to 

expand his influence into these areas bordering his kingdom and 

seems to have been looking for recognition of his kingship at an 

all-Ireland level. The following year Domnall, king of Cenél 

nEógain, is recorded as taking the pilgrim’s staff and retired in 

clericatu.980 He was replaced by Níall Glúndub, his younger half-

brother, who soon became Flann’s greatest rival. Indeed, in 913 

Níall led a hosting against the Connachta in which Máel Cluiche, 

brother to Cathal the reigning king, was slain.981 

It seems then that Níall sought to undermine Flann and 

immediately pushed to assert himself on the insular stage. In the 

                                                 
977 F.J. Byrne, ‘High-kings and Provincial kings’, T.W. Moody et al. (eds), 
New History of Ireland Vol IX: Maps, Genealogies, Lists (Oxford, 1984), pp 
189–210, p.190; Byrne was perhaps misled by McCarthy’s edition of the 
manuscript, which appears to imply a deliberate separation of these final 
entries from those preceding them, for which see McCarthy, Codex Palatino-
Vaticanus, p. 96. 
978 Charles-Edwards, ECI, pp 485–6, p. 486 n. 76. 
979 CS, s.a. 909 [910], pp 184–5; O’Flynn suggests that Innrachdach may have 
been a brother to the ruling king of Connacht, for which see O’Flynn, The 
organistion and operation, pp 235–6. 
980 CS, s.a. 910 [911], pp 184–5. 
981 AU, 913.6, pp 360–1. 
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same year, Flann also had to deal with trouble from Fogartach, 

the king of southern Brega, who appears to have allied with the 

Leinstermen.982 However he was defeated by Flann’s son 

Donnchad and Máel Mithig mac Flannacáin of the Ui Chonaing. 

Flann himself followed this up the next year by invading 

southern Brega and southern Ciannacht, and again he is said to 

have profaned churches.983 While Flann was consolidating his 

hold over Brega, Níall was busy securing his authority over his 

own eastern neighbours in Ulaid.984 Following this, in December 

of the same year, Níall led an army – which featured contingents 

from both the Ulaid and Airgíalla – to Mide, and at Grellach Eilte 

a large force of his troops was ambushed by Flann’s son Óengus 

while they were foraging for food and firewood, leaving forty-

five dead.985 This renewal of hostilities between the two main 

branches of the Uí Néill was short-lived however, as in 915 Flann 

seems to have secured Níall’s support in dealing with his 

rebellious sons and their supporters, who were possibly based in 

Brega.986 That Níall would lead a northern army to the midlands 

and exact pledges on Flann’s behalf indicates that Níall’s 

influence was rising while Flann’s was on the wane. Indeed, it is 

possible that Flann’s health was declining and Níall was simply 

biding his time before establishing himself as king of Tara, as 

Flann’s death is recorded the year after this expedition.987 

                                                 
982 AU, 913.4, pp 360–1; Flann’s son-in-law Cerball had died in 909, for which 
see AU, 909.1, pp 356–7. 
983 AU, 914.1, pp 360–1; O’Flynn suggests that the southern Ciannacht were in 
fact the Fir Arda Ciannachta of modern Louth, in contrast to the Ciannachta 
Glinne Geimin of what is now Tyrone. However, as Flann’s other target was 
southern Brega, it is possible that the annalist was instead referring to the 
Ciannachta who were settled south of the river Boyne and who were by this 
stage subordinate to the Síl nÁedo Sláine, for which see O’Flynn, The 
organisation and operation, p. 236; Michael Byrnes, ‘The Árd Ciannachta’, 
Smyth (ed.), Seanchas, pp 127–36. 
984 AU, 914.3, 914.6, pp 360–3. 
985 AU, 914.7, pp 362–3.  
986 AU, 915.3, pp 364–5. 
987 O’Flynn, The organisation and operation, p. 237; AU, 916.1, pp 364–5; AI, 
s.a. 916, pp 144–5; CS, s.a. 915 [916], pp 186–7; his obit in CS also contains a 
poem which appears once again to be referring to him as king of Ireland, 
though as this is probably a later interpolation it shall not be discussed here.  
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Interestingly, while AU simply calls him king of Tara, both 

CS and AI acknowledge him as king of Ireland. This unusual 

situation can perhaps be explained, as Byrne has suggested, by 

seeing the title ‘king of Tara’ as synonymous with ‘king of 

Ireland’ at this time.988 Certainly, as Flann at one time or another 

appears to have secured the allegiance of every major provincial 

kingdom, the latter title appears entirely justified, even if his 

control over these regions was fitful at best. Moreover, through 

the Cross of the Scriptures and poems like Flann for Érinn we 

can see that Flann himself, like his father before him, does appear 

to have subscribed to the idea of a kingship of all-Ireland, which 

from Máel Sechnaill’s reign onwards was becoming a much more 

regular part of political discourse. 

 

Section 2.3: Níall Glúndub 

Following Níall’s accession to the kingship he is said to have 

held the Óenach Tailtenn, which had apparently ‘been neglected 

for a long time’, no doubt greatly boosting his prestige and 

helping him to consolidate his newfound position.989 However, 

Níall had to immediately face the renewed threat of the Gaill, 

who had been arriving in the area of modern Waterford since 914 

and had been plundering both Munster and Leinster from this 

newly established base.990 The size of this Viking army appears 

to have been significant, and was certainly the largest seen in 

Ireland for several decades. Níall’s response to this in 917 is 

recorded in the annals in great detail and deserves to be quoted 

here in full:  

 

                                                 
988 Byrne, IKHK, p. 266; this suggestion may be supported by the annals, as, 
when recording the death of Flann’s son Óengus AU terms him ‘rígdamna of 
Tara’, whereas CS calls him ‘rígdamna Érenn’, for which see AU, 915.1, pp 
362–3; CS, s.a. 914 [915], pp 186–7; however, this could alternatively reflect 
partisanship on the part of the authors towards the kings of the Uí Néill. 
989 AU, 916.5, pp 364–5. 
990 AU, 914.5, 915.7, 916.6, 916.3, pp 362–5. 
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‘Sitric, grandson of Ímar, landed with his fleet at Cenn Fúait on 

the coast (i n-airiur) of Laigin. Ragnall, grandson of Ímar, with 

his second fleet [went] to the Gaill of Loch Dá Chaech [i.e. 

Waterford Harbour]. A slaughter of the Gaill at Neimlid in 

Munster. The Eóganacht and the Ciarraige made another 

slaughter. Níall, son of Áed, king of Ireland, led an army of the 

Southern and Northern Uí Néill to the men of Munster to make 

war on the heathens. He halted on the 22nd day of the month of 

August at Topar Glethrach in Mag Feimin. The heathens had 

come into the district on the same day. The Goídil attacked them 

between tierce and midday and they fought until eventide, and 

about a hundred men, the majority Gaill, fell between them. 

Three reinforcements came from the longphort of the heathens to 

aid their fellows. The Goídil turned back to their camp in the face 

of the last reinforcement, i.e. Ragnall, rí Dubgall accompanied by 

a large force of Gaill. Níall son of Áed proceeded with a small 

number against the heathens so that God prevented a great 

slaughter through him. After that Níall remained twenty nights 

encamped against the heathens. He sent word to the Laigin that 

they should lay siege to the longphort from a distance. They were 

routed by Sitric grandson of Ímar in the battle of Cenn Fúait… 

Sitric grandson of Ímar entered Áth Cliath.’991  

 

To this CS adds that the Gaill were also able to plunder Kildare, 

and clarifies that they took Áth Cliath by force from the men of 

Ireland.992 Interestingly, despite the fact that much of this action 

took place within Munster, AI have no mention of it, noting 

                                                 
991 AU, 917.2, 917.3, 917.4, pp 366–7; for a detailed analysis of these military 
manoeuvres, see Colmán Etchingham, ‘The battle of Cenn Fúáit, 917: 
Location and Military Significance’, Peritia 21 (2010), 208–232. 
992 CS, s.a. 916 [917], pp 188–9; John Maas has intriguingly suggested that 
Dublin’s overseas trade was controlled by the Uí Néill during the fifteen years 
between 902 and 917, significantly enriching the dynasty for which see John 
Maas, ‘The Viking events of AD 902–19 and the Lough Ennell hoards’, 
Smyth (ed.), Seanchas, pp 241–62, pp 252–3; see also Michael Kenny, ‘The 
geographical distribution of Irish Viking-age coin hoards’, PRIA 87 C (1987), 
507–25. 
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instead that seven hundred Gaill were slain by the Uí Chonaill 

Gabra and the Fir Maige Féne at Raithen Mór, which may or may 

not be an alternative name for the battle fought at Neimlid.993 If it 

was a separate encounter, it would mean that the Munstermen 

were victorious against the Gaill in three battles all fought within 

the same year, hardly a sign that they needed Níall’s assistance. 

At the same time, the fact that Níall encamped in Mag Femen, 

the heartland of Eóganacht power, without meeting any 

opposition does suggest that the Munstermen requested Níall’s 

aid, which would mean that Níall on this campaign had the 

allegiance, grudgingly or no, of every major Irish provincial 

kingdom aside from Connacht and the Ulaid, where, as we have 

seen, he had already been active. Though the likes of Máel 

Sechnaill had also had the support of most of Ireland’s provincial 

kingdoms during his campaigns against Munster and the 

Northern Uí Néill and was said to have been leading the men of 

Ireland, he was only explicitly acknowledged by the annals as rí 

Érenn at his obit. This entry therefore marks the first time the 

annals acclaimed someone as king of Ireland while he was still 

alive, indicative of the growing importance of this office at this 

time. Furthermore, the fact that his army is referred to as Goídil 

exemplifies just how important this term was becoming as an 

ethnic marker within Ireland, a process that was heavily 

influenced by the coming of the Vikings.  

The following year, Ragnall, who is described once again as 

rí Dubgall, left Ireland and went to Britain, fighting a battle 

against the men of Alba.994 Interestingly, the location of this 

battle is given as ‘“northern Saxonland” by the river Tyne (for 

bru Tine la Saxanu Tuaiscirt)’. According to the later Historia de 

sancto Cuthberto, the men of Alba fought alongside Ealdred, the 

                                                 
993 AI, s.a. 917, pp 146–7; Hennessy, in his edition of AU, notes that ‘Neimlid’ 
is rendered as ‘Imly’ [i.e. Emly] in the translation of the annals preserved in 
MS. Clarendon 49, and it may well be that this battle was fought at this 
politically significant church site, for which see AU Hen., p. 434 n. 2. 
994 AU, 918.4, pp 368–9. 
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king of Northumbria, who had sought their help in defending his 

kingdom against Ragnall.995 The battle appears to have ended in a 

draw, though following this Ragnall seems to have been able to 

establish himself as ruler of York nonetheless.996 A possible 

reason for Ragnall’s change of target may have been the 

resistance co-ordinated against him by Níall, which forced him to 

choose easier prey elsewhere. However, it is more likely that 

Ragnall changed his plans in order to capitalise on the death of 

Aethelflaed – queen of Mercia and arguably the most powerful 

ruler in the lands north of the Thames – and re-establish Viking 

control over another major settlement with strong connections to 

the Northmen.997 

Yet the Vikings remained a danger to Níall’s hegemony in 

Ireland despite the departure of Ragnall and were led by Sitric, 

the victor of Cenn Fúait, who was now securely based at Dublin. 

Sitric was probably behind the plundering of Kildare in this year 

recorded in CS, and AU report the outbreak of a cocad between 

him and the king of Tara. The only result of this fighting in 918 

appears to have been the defection of Máel Mithig king of 

Cnogba to the Vikings, who apparently did so to prevent Viking 

attacks on his territory, though the annals add rather cryptically 

that this ‘availed him not at all.’998 

                                                 
995 Woolf, Pictland to Alba, pp 142–4; Ted Johnson South (ed. and trans.), 
Historia de Sancto Cuthberto: a history of Saint Cuthbert and a record of his 
patrimony (Cambridge, 2002), § 22, pp 60–1.  
996 Woolf, Pictland to Alba, p. 144; Downham, Viking kings, pp 91–3; it 
appears that an Anglo-Saxon dynasty had briefly been able to re-establish 
itself in Northumbria in the early tenth century before the coming of Ragnall, 
for which see Woolf, Pictland to Alba, pp 138–9. 
997 Aethelflaed’s death is recorded in the Irish annals, where she is called ‘a 
very famous queen of the Saxons’; AU, 918.5, pp 368–9. She also plays a 
significant role in the saga-like account of the adventures of Ingimund; FA, 
§429, pp 167–73; for her influence over York and the short-lived submission 
of the men of York to her, see Swanton, Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, s.a. 918, p. 
105; for the strong Viking links of the city of York, see Richard Hall, ‘A 
kingdom too far: York in the early tenth century’, N.J. Higham & D.H. Hill 
(eds), Edward the Elder: 899–924 (London, 2001), pp 188–97. 
998 CS, s.a. 917 [918], pp 188–91; AU, 918.6, 918.7, pp 368–9; Paul Byrne 
sees this as an attempt by Máel Mithig to submit to the Vikings, who for 
reasons unknown refused to treat with him; Paul Byrne, Certain Southern Uí 
Néill Kingdoms, p. 90. 
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However, matters came to a head in 919, and a large-scale 

battle was fought at Dublin, in which Níall, alongside a host of 

other kings, was slain. This time, AU and AI agree in calling him 

king of Ireland, while CS names him as king of Tara.999 

Conversely, while CS acclaims Conchobor ua Máel Sechnaill as 

rígdamna Érenn, AU term him rígdamna Temair, perhaps hinting 

at a certain degree of partisanship amongst the chroniclers or, as 

mentioned earlier, indicating that the two terms had started to 

become synonymous.1000 In addition, CS and AU both record 

Níall leading the Goídil in this battle, while AI say that he led the 

men of Ireland. Judging from the obits recorded, his army 

consisted of at least the Ulaid, Airgíalla and the Northern and 

Southern Uí Néill, demonstrating his widespread support within 

the northern half of the country.  

Thus, though his reign was short, the tenure of Níall Glúndub 

marks a significant moment in the development of Irish identity. 

Before him, the annalists had only recorded Máel Sechnaill as 

leading the fir Érenn into battle, and even he had only explicitly 

led them once, on his expedition to Munster, whereas Níall was 

said to have done so twice in three years. Moreover, the fact that 

different annalistic compilations termed his followers as both ‘the 

men of Ireland’ and ‘the Goídil’ is significant and shows that 

these two terms may have also been considered synonymous in 

this period, though admittedly it could also be due to different 

terminological preferences on the part of the annalists. 

                                                 
999 AU, 919.3, pp 368–9; CS, s.a. 918 [919], pp 190–1; AI, s.a. 919, pp 146–7. 
1000 There appear to have been close links at this time between the compilers of 
AU and Armagh, for which see Evans, The present and the past, pp 26–7. This 
could explain why Flann – who is recorded attacking Armagh – was not given 
the title king of Ireland, while Níall Glúndub of the Cenél nEógain was. 
Conversely, CS appears to have been pro-Clann Cholmáin, unsurprising given 
its origins in Clonmacnoise, for which see David Dumville, ‘Where did the 
‘Clonmacnoise Chronicle’ originate? The evidence of the Annals of Tigernach 
and Chronicum Scotorum A.D. 974–1150’, Grabowski & Dumville (eds), 
Chronicles and Annals, pp 153–205, pp 171–2; Evans, The present and the 
past, p. 45, p. 73. Interestingly, AI names Conaing son of Flann, whose death 
is unmentioned in the other chronicles, as rígdamna Temair, for which see AI, 
s.a. 919, pp 146–7.     
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Nonetheless, the upsurge in the usage of Goídil in the annals 

following the advent of the Vikings is dramatic and shows that 

the latter must have had a significant impact on Irish self-

perception, which now began to be anchored by linguistic rather 

than geographic terminology and which excluded the newcomers 

as the antithesis of the pre-existing Gaelic community.1001 Indeed, 

in the majority of cases where AU employs the term Goídil in the 

ninth and tenth centuries, they do so as part of a dichotomy with 

the term Gaill, which slowly began to replace earlier designations 

for the Vikings like Gennti and Nordmanni.1002 The opposition 

between these two distinct camps grew into a literary topos in the 

later Middle Ages – as exemplified by CGG – and came to 

dominate the world-view of the Gaelic-speaking inhabitants of 

Ireland. However, its roots stretched back to the ninth century, 

reflecting the crucial importance of this formative era to the 

development of ideas surrounding Irish identity.  

 

Section 3: Names and Irish identity in the annals  

An examination of the annalistic evidence also points towards 

this same conclusion, as the period from the mid-ninth century 

onwards contains significantly more obits that infer a wider sense 

of Irish or Gaelic identity than the preceding century and a half. 

However, evidence for these identities is not wholly absent from 

the earlier material, as can be seen by the obits of Goídel of 

Clonard and Éirennach of Leighlin, whose deaths are both 

recorded in the 770s.1003 It seems evident that these names were 

given – or taken – in order to emphasise these group identities 

                                                 
1001 For more on the Vikings and the Irish origin myth see Chapter III Section 
4.2 below. 
1002 Etchingham, ‘Names’, Bolton, Sigurðsson (eds), Celtic-Norse 
relationships, p. 24; for this dichotomy continuing beyond 919, see, for 
example, AU, 942.4, pp 388–9, 947.1, pp 392–3.  
1003 For the name Goídel see AU, 776.2, pp 228–9; AR, §206, p. 164; for the 
name Éirennach see AU, 774.2, pp 226–7; AR, §204, p. 164. The latter name 
appears to have been unisex, as the genealogies record a daughter of Murchad 
Midi of the same name earlier in the same century, for which see O’Brien, 
CGH, 123 a 12, p. 59. 
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and the fact the latter name at least was in use amongst both 

members of the clergy and the laity is significant, showing that 

these self-designations were important to more than just the 

literati. Additionally, the annalists in the eighth century also 

continued to view Ireland as a single, unified entity, as can be 

seen for example in 732 at the death of a certain ‘nepos 

Mithrebtha’, who is acclaimed as ‘the great philosopher of 

Ireland (magnus philosophus Hiberniae)’.1004 

Interestingly, the first reference to the Goídil as a collective in 

the annals occurs in 772 in an entry detailing an outbreak of 

millenarianism: ‘The assembly of the “hand-clapping” at which 

occurred lightning and thunder like the Day of Judgement. The 

“hand-clapping” at Michaelmas which called fire from heaven.’ 

In response to this threat, the Goídil were said to have ‘fasted two 

periods of three days, with a single meal between them, through 

fear of the fire.’1005 Though Kathleen Hughes believed that this 

entry must have been a later interpolation, Charles-Edwards is 

more hesitant in describing it as such and seems to believe that it 

was in fact contemporary.1006 Therefore, the entry may reflect a 

genuine feeling of Gaelic solidarity in the face of this apparent 

existential threat, a solidarity which may have included the 

inhabitants of Gaelic Britain. Yet, despite this possibility, both 

Charles-Edwards and Mac Niocaill chose to translate Goídil in 

this context as ‘Irish’, even though it should more properly be 

rendered as ‘Gaelic-speaker’.1007  

Nonetheless, explicit references to an all-Irish community are 

relatively plentiful and become increasingly common over the 

                                                 
1004 MacAirt and Mac Niocaill considered Magnus to be a personal name, but 
Charles-Edwards is surely correct in seeing it as an adjective, translating the 
entry as ‘the pre-eminent philosopher of Ireland’; AU, 732.6, pp 184–5; 
Charles-Edwards, The Chronicle of Ireland, 732.6, p. 205.  
1005 AU, 772.4, 772.6, pp 224–5. 
1006 Kathleen Hughes, Early Christian Ireland, p. 128; Charles-Edwards, The 
Chronicle of Ireland, pp 21–2. 
1007 Thomas Charles-Edwards, ‘The context and uses of literacy in early 
Christian Ireland’, Huw Pryce (ed.) Literacy in medieval Celtic societies 
(Cambridge, 1998), pp 62–82, pp 76–8; for more on this see the Introduction 
above. 
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course of the ninth century, beginning with the obit of Diarmait 

ua Áedo Róin, who is recorded as ‘anchorita ⁊ religionis doctor 

totius Hiberniae’, and similar designations are found in the obits 

given for Suairlech (‘optimus doctor relegionis totius Hiberniae’) 

and Fethgna (‘caput relegionis totius Hiberniae’) later on in the 

century, attesting to the continued importance of the island as a 

discrete ecclesiastical entity.1008 Yet the fame of Irish churchmen 

could also extend beyond Ireland’s shores as two of them – 

Diarmait bishop of Armagh and Dubthach mac Máele Tuile – 

were even said to have been pre-eminent in all of Europe, 

suggesting that Ireland remained part of a wider European 

Christian community despite the devastation wrought by the 

Vikings.1009 

Indeed, the resilience and even pugnaciousness of 

Christianity in the face of attacks by non-Christians at this time 

can be seen in several extant literary works emanating from the 

Continent, but most notably in the Ludwigslied, a poem written in 

the Rhenish-Franconian dialect and which commemorates the 

victory of a certain King Louis (Ludwig) over the Vikings.1010 

The latter are portayed as a punishment from God to remind the 

Frankish people of their sins, in much the same way as they had 

been portayed by Alcuin almost a century earlier.1011 Here, 

however, God summons Louis to help ‘His people’ – i.e. the 

Franks – and, singing the Kyrie eleison into battle, the king 

emerged victorious.1012 No such explicit portrayal of a Christian 

‘nationalist’ response to the threat of Viking raiding is found in 

Ireland in this era, though the noticeable increase in the obits of 

                                                 
1008 AU, 825.2, pp 280–1; AU, 870.1, pp 326–7; AU, 874.3, pp 330–1. 
1009 AU, 852.1, pp 310–11; AU, 869.9, pp 324–5. 
1010 J. Knight Bostock (ed.), A Handbook of Old High German Literature (first 
edition, Oxford, 1954, second edition revised by K.C. King and D.R. 
McLintock, Oxford, 1976), pp 239–41; the consensus view is that this poem 
was written for King Louis III of West Francia, though cf. Rosamond 
McKitterick, who argues that the poem was actually written for Louis the 
Younger of East Francia; Rosamond McKitterick, The Carolingians and the 
written word (Cambridge, 1989), pp 232–5.  
1011 Allott, Alcuin of York, Ep. 29, pp 39–41; §12, pp 18–20. 
1012 J. Knight Bostock, A Handbook of Old High German, pp 239–41. 
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historians – who were invariably associated with a particular 

church – in the late ninth and early tenth century points towards 

an upsurge of historical interest, which may have begun in 

response to the settlement of these newcomers.1013 

Interestingly, the obits of these historians associate them 

mainly with the Scotti rather than the island of Ireland and, as is 

indicated by the obit of a certain Gormlaith in 861 – who is 

described as ‘amenissima regina Scotorum’ in AU and ‘rígan 

Gaidhel’ in CS – it appears that the meanings of Goídil and Scotti 

had converged by this point and were considered 

synonymous.1014 This in turn suggests that it was the origins of 

the Goídil, rather than the Irish specifically, that mattered to 

contemporary society. However, this does not mean that a 

specifically Irish identity was becoming obsolete, and as can be 

seen in texts like ‘Cró ⁊ Díbad’ and ‘can a mbunadas na 

nGáedel?’, the term Goídil was at times exlusively applied to the 

people of Ireland.1015 This more limited application of Goídil 

may then reflect the ambiguity in the relationship between 

Ireland and the rest of the Gaelic-speaking world which is 

evident in the bardic poetry of the later Middle Ages, and hints at 

the continuing primacy of Ireland in the self-perception of the 

island’s inhabitants.1016 

 

 

                                                 
1013 For examples of the obits of historians and poets preserved by the annals, 
see AI, s.a. 896, pp 138–9, s.a. 913, pp 144–5; AClon, s.a. 871 [887], p. 143; 
FA, §392, pp 144–5; CS, s.a. 887, pp 170–1, s.a. 896, pp 174–5; AFM, s.a. 
884 [887], pp 534–5, s.a. 891 [896], pp 546–7, s.a. 916 [918], pp 592–3; AR, 
§262, §265, p. 169; AU, 871.6, pp 328–9, 887.5, pp 342–3, 918.2, pp 368–9. 
In addition to the evidence of the annals, Flann for Érinn also contains a 
reference to the Senchaid Gaídel, further illustrating the importance of keepers 
of tradition to late ninth-century society; Álvarez García, Towards a first 
critical edition, §3, p. 15, p. 32. 
1014 AU, 861.2, pp 318–9; CS, s.a. 861, pp 156–7. 
1015 For more on these texts see Chapter III Section 4 below. 
1016 Máire Herbert, ‘Rí Éirenn, Rí Alban’, Simon Taylor (ed.), Kings, clerics 
and chronicles in Scotland 500–1297, pp 70–2; Wilson McLeod, Divided 
Gaels: Gaelic cultural identities in Scotland and Ireland c.1200 – c.1650 
(Oxford, 2004). 
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Section 4: Irish identity in Irish literature Part II: c. 850–c. 

920  

4.1: The Irish origin myth 

Máel Muru Othna, who as we have seen wrote Flann for Éirinn 

as a panegyric to the Clann Cholmáin dynasty, is also credited 

with the poem known by its opening line as ‘Can a mbunadas na 

nGáedel?’, a hugely important work that recounts the wanderings 

of the Gaelic people. It is one of the earliest securely dated 

sources now extant outlining the Irish origin myth, and one of the 

most detailed.1017 The later distillation of the various strains of 

this aetiological mass of knowledge into the streamlined and 

monumental Lebor Gabála Érenn in the eleventh century falls 

outside the scope of this thesis. However, the earlier texts shall be 

examined for the evidence that they provide for the conception of 

an Irish identity in these earlier centuries. 

The earliest works which appear to reference this origin tale 

may perhaps go back as far as the seventh century. These works 

include poems preserved amongst the genealogical tracts of the 

Leinster dynasties, which have been discussed in Chapter I.1018 In 

addition to these Leinster poems is Cú cen Máthair, maith clann, 

a Munster poem which draws heavily from its Leinter 

antecedents and which Carney saw as the work of Cormac mac 

Cuilennáin.1019 However, Jaski has argued that this poem was 

from the same time period as the Leinster poems, which would 

give it a date in his opinion c. 700.1020 At the same time, Jaski 

also cautions that the Milesian genealogical schemes found in 

these early works may have been attached at a much later time, 

                                                 
1017 For the use of the term Irish as opposed to Gaelic to describe this origin 
myth, see the Introduction above. 
1018 See Chapter I Section 2.6 above. 
1019 Carney,’ Three Old Irish accentual poems’, 67. 
1020 Jaski, ‘“We are of the Greeks”’, 4. The three poems are as follows: Énna 
Labraid luad cáich; Núadu Necht, ní dámair anfhlaith and Cú cen Máthair, 
maith clann; these can be found in O’Brien, CGH, pp 1–4, pp 4–7 and pp 199–
202 respectively. 
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making it impossible to know for certain whether they represent 

genuinely early evidence for the Irish origin myth.1021 

However, the poem known as ‘móen óen’, another work of 

Leinster provenance dating to the same period, does contain a 

contemporary reference to the origin myth. This poem’s middle 

verse – the least likely to have been affected by later interpolation 

– is as follows: ‘Glinnsit coicthe/ codda ler/ lerggae íath/ 

nÉremóin/ íar loingis/ lóichet fían/ flaithe Goídel/ gabsus (They 

won wars as far as the slopes of the sea of the lands of Éremón; 

after exile Lóchet Loingsech of the fíana took the sovereignty of 

the Goídil)’.1022 The reference to the lands of Éremón seems to be 

a reference to the Éremón of the Milesian scheme, who is 

traditionally seen as the progenitor of the ruling dynasties of Leth 

Chuinn, as well as, curiously, those of the Laigin.1023 More 

interesting still is the reference to the ‘sovereignty of the Goídil 

(flaithe Goídel)’. As the poem refers to the Goídil in general 

without specifying any further it is conceivable that this poem 

represents one of the earliest Irish examples of the idea of 

sovereignty and kingship being based upon overarching ‘ethnic’ 

and linguistic identity rather than on geography and the island of 

Ireland itself, though as the poem is only five stanzas it is 

impossible to know whether the author was actively including 

Gaelic settlements in Britain or if he was simply referring to the 

inhabitants of Ireland when using this word, as the authors of 

Níall’s Totenklage and Baile in Scáil appear to do.1024 

Evidence of early knowledge of the Irish origin myth also 

comes from the text that was dubbed ‘The Milesian Invasion of 

Ireland’ by its editor Vernam Hull and which appears to have 

once formed part of the lost manuscript known as Cín Dromma 

                                                 
1021 Jaski, ‘“We are of the Greeks”’, 4, 30. 
1022 O’Brien, CGH, p. 1; Carney, ‘The dating of archaic Irish verse’, p. 47; The 
poem is dated to the seventh century by Carey and Koch; The Celtic Heroic 
Age, p. 51, p. 58.  
1023 See Chapter III Section 4.1 below. 
1024 See Chapter II Section 5.2 above; Murray, Baile in Scáil, §43, p. 43, pp 
60–1. 
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Snechtai, which has been dated as late as the early tenth century 

but which scholarly consensus would place in the eighth.1025 In 

this short tale Éber and Éremón, named as two sons of Míl, 

divide Ireland between them, while their brother Ér – whom Hull 

thinks should be equated with the better known Ír – was killed by 

a druidical mist, and it is from his grave that the island was 

named ‘Ériu’. This division of Ireland is significant as it seems to 

imply that the idea of Ireland as a singular unit ruled over by a 

dominant king did not feature in the mind of the writer, who 

instead appears to contemplate an Ireland divided into two 

spheres of influence, one consisting of the descendants of 

Éremón – i.e. Leth Chuinn and Leinster – and the other of the 

descendants of Éber, who were for the most part based in 

Munster. This twofold division of Ireland amongst the 

descendants of the two brothers also seems to be mentioned in 

‘Fiacc’s Hymn’, which has been dated by Binchy to the eighth 

century.1026 Here the Scotti (Scottaib) are equated with the sons 

of Éremón and Éber, who were saved through Patrick’s 

preaching. This appears to reflect a sense of cultural unity in that 

all were considered Scotti, yet at the same time there appears to 

be a divide between these two separate, though related, descent-

groups.1027 Neither of these texts appears to mention any 

descendants of Ír, who at this early stage may have been 

considered to have died childless or to have left descendants of 

                                                 
1025 Vernam Hull (ed. and trans.), ‘The Milesian Invasion of Ireland’, ZCP 19 
(1933), 155–60, 155; John Carey, ‘On the interrelationships of some Cín 
Dromma Snechtai texts’, Ériu 46 (1995), 71–92, 91; the case for a later dating 
is made by Séamus Mac Mathúna, for which see Séamus mac Mathúna (ed. 
and trans.), Immram Brain: Bran’s journey to the land of women (Tübingen, 
1985), pp 421–469. 
1026 For more on this poem see Chapter I Section 1.2 above; Binchy, ‘Patrick 
and his biographers’, 124 n. 326; however, Pádraig Ó Riain has more recently 
challenged this early date and instead has argued that the poem should be 
placed in the latter half of the ninth century at the earliest, for which see 
Pádraig Ó Riain, ‘When and why was Cothraige first equated with Patricius?’, 
707–9. 
1027 Stokes & Strachan, ‘Fiacc’s Hymn’, eidem (ed.), Thesaurus 
Palaeohibernicus, ii, p. 316. 
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little repute.1028 The onus then is clearly on a division of Ireland 

into the spheres of influence of Tara and Cashel respectively, 

though whether this precluded the idea of an all-Ireland kingship 

is impossible to say due to the brevity of the sources. 

Moving into the ninth century, the text known as the Historia 

Brittonum, which seems to have been created in Gwynedd in 

829/30, provides a detailed overview of developments within the 

Irish origin myth.1029 In this version, the people of Ireland are 

descended from three un-named sons of a Spanish soldier (miles 

Hispanniae) who come to Ireland with thirty ships. However, the 

crews of twenty-nine of these ships were drowned in an assault 

against a glass tower (turrim vitream) that they found in the 

middle of the sea. Only one shipload, shipwrecked en route to the 

tower, survived, and from these thirty men and thirty women – as 

well as others who gradually joined them from Spain – the island 

was populated.1030 Intriguingly, this version of the tale does not 

                                                 
1028 On the other hand, he is assigned descendants in the text known as ‘The 
History of the descendants of Ír’, for which see Margaret E. Dobbs (ed.), ‘The 
history of the descendants of Ír [Part I]’, ZCP 13 (1921), 308–59, continued in 
ZCP 14 (1923), 44–144. Molly Miller has argued based on its handling of 
Pictish matriliny that it was probably composed after 842; Molly Miller, 
‘Matriliny by treaty: the Pictish foundation legend’, Whitelock et al. (eds), 
Ireland in early medieval Europe, pp 133–61, p. 144. Broadly agreeing with 
this, Marjorie Anderson in the 1991 introduction to Adomnán’s Life of 
Columba stated that it is was compiled in the mid-ninth century at the earliest, 
meaning it could have been written before the death of Níall Glúndub, for 
which see Anderson & Anderson, Adomnán’s Life of Columba (1991 edition), 
p. xix; furthermore, the text also declares that thirty kings of the Cruithin ruled 
over both Ireland and Alba in the prehistoric period, an assertion which could 
potentially be of great importance to this thesis. However, though some early 
medieval material may have been preserved, as Dobbs noted this text was 
heavily redacted and revised in the Middle Irish period, meaning this assertion 
may in in fact reflect the concerns of the eleventh or twelfth century rather 
than the era under discussion here, for which see Dobbs, ‘The history of the 
descendants of Ír, [Part I]’, 311–2; therefore, as this text has not yet been 
thoroughly analysed and has not yet been securely dated, it shall not be 
discussed in this thesis.  
1029 David Dumville, ‘Some aspects of the chronology of the Historia 
Brittonum’, BBCS 25 (1974), 439–445. 
1030 The best available Latin version of the Historia Brittonum is still Theodor 
Mommsen (ed.), ‘Historia Brittonum cum additamentis Nennii’, idem (ed.), 
MGH, Auctores antiquissimi 13: Chronica minora Saec. IV. V. VI. VII. vol. 3 
(Berlin, 1898), pp 111–222; an abridged translation is also available, for which 
see Pamela S.M. Hopkins & John T. Koch (trans), ‘Historia Brittonum’, Koch 
& Carey (eds), The Celtic Heroic Age, pp 289–304; Mommsen, ‘Historia 
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specify from which son – if any – of the miles Hispanniae the 

people of Ireland are supposed to have descended, and there is no 

mention of the division of the island found in almost every other 

account. Moreover, in the reference to the settlements in Britain 

made by the descendants of Dámhoctor – a shadowy figure 

whose name appears to be derived from the Old Irish for 

‘company of eight’ – we have the first link created between the 

Irish origin myth and the historic colonies made by the Irish 

along the western coast of sub-Roman Britain, something which 

may have also inspired the later Lebor Gabála tradition which 

made the British themselves descendants of Nemed and thus 

distant relations of Míl’s progeny.1031 

Yet, at least one group of settlers, the sons of Liathain, was 

said to have been expelled by Cunedda and his sons from 

‘omnibus Brittanicis regionibus’, and the inclusion of this heroic 

conquest by the founder of the first ruling dynasty of Gwynedd 

suggests that this Irish narrative – which had been related to the 

author by the ‘peritissimi Scottorum’ – had been somewhat 

modified to cater to the predominantly British audience of the 

Historia Brittonum. Indeed, considering the Venedotian 

provenance of this text, the reference to the expulsion of settlers 

from ‘all British regions’ could be read as an attempt to assert 

Gwynedd’s supremacy over the other British kingdoms, though 

this interpretation is far from certain, especially as Merfyn Frych, 

the king of Gwynedd when this text was produced, was not a 

descendant of Cunedda, but was rather the eponymous progenitor 

of the Merfynion dynasty. 1032 Moreover, Merfyn claimed descent 

from Llywarch Hen and was not actually born in Gwynedd but 

                                                                                                           
Brittonum cum additamentis’, §13, pp 154–6; Hopkins & Koch, ‘Historia 
Brittonum’, §13, p. 291.  
1031 Mommsen, ‘Historia Brittonum cum additamentis’, §14, p. 156; Hopkins 
& Koch, ‘Historia Brittonum’, §14, p. 292; R.A.S. Macalister (ed. and trans.), 
Lebor Gabála Érenn: The book of the taking of Ireland vol. III (Dublin, 1940) 
§245, pp 126–7.   
1032 Mommsen, ‘Historia Brittonum cum additamentis’, §14 p. 156; Hopkins & 
Koch, ‘Historia Brittonum’, §14, p. 292; Charles-Edwards, Wales and the 
Britons, p. 181, p. 359.  
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instead seems to have come there from the Isle of Man, which 

was possibly a mixed area containing both Gaelic- and British-

speaking populations, as Charles-Edwards has recently 

argued.1033 Therefore the exploits of Cunedda should not 

necessarily be seen as propaganda for the new king. 1034 

Nonetheless, it is clear that the author of the Historia 

Brittonum made extensive use of the Irish origin myth – even if it 

was only employed to supplement the history of the Britons – and 

it is also possible that the British themselves helped to shape 

parts of the Milesian scheme. For example, the story of the glass 

tower given here eventually became part of the canonical 

tradition of the Lebor Gabála, where it is not the sons of Míl, but 

the descendants of Nemed who attack the tower, from which the 

supernatural Fomoire had been oppressing Ireland.1035 However, 

the earliest Insular example of an assault on a fortification made 

of glass may be preserved in the possibly eighth-century poem 

Preiddeu Annwfn, which contains references to several Welsh 

tales which are only extant in later versions.1036 In the poem, 

                                                 
1033 Merfyn’s own genealogy is discussed by Patrick K. Ford, for which see 
Patrick K. Ford, ‘Llywarch, ancestor of Welsh princes’, Speculum 45/3 (July 
1970), 442–50, 450; Charles-Edwards, Wales and the Britons, pp 467–71, pp 
148–52. 
1034 Nonetheless, it is interesting to note that Historia Brittonum also has the 
Scotti settle in Man under a certain Builc, whose name appears to be 
etymologically related to the Fir Bolg, another key people within the Irish 
origin myth, and this is expecially noteworthy if we consider Merfyn’s 
possible Manx origins. Moreover, as Man was included as one of the three 
major islands of Britain – along with Orkney and the Isle of Wight – it is 
possible that these settlers were also expelled by Cunedda, thus creating a 
connection between Merfyn’s place of birth and the kingdom he was now 
ruling; Mommsen, ‘Historia Brittonum cum additamentis’, §8 p. 148; Hopkins 
& Koch, ‘Historia Brittonum’, §8, p. 290; John Carey, New introduction to 
Lebor Gabála Érenn: the book of the taking of Ireland (London, 1993), p. 4 
1035 Macalister, Lebor Gabála Érenn vol. III, §§ 242–3, pp 122–5. 
1036 John T. Koch would date it to the eighth or ninth centuries, for which see 
The Celtic Heroic Age, p. 310 n. 11; on the other hand, Margred Haycock 
ambiguously dates this poem to the period between the ninth and twelfth 
centuries, meaning there is the possibility that the Welsh took this motif from 
their Irish counterparts; Margred Haycock (ed. and trans.) ‘Preiddeu Annwn 
and the figure of Taliesin’, Studia Celtica 18/19 (1983/4), 52–78, 57. For a list 
of Welsh tales, as well as Irish ones, which have analogues with this poem, see 
Patrick Sims-Williams, ‘The early Welsh Arthurian poems’, Rachel Bromwich, 
A.O.H. Jarman, Brynley F. Roberts (eds), The Arthur of the Weslh: The 
Arthurian legend in medieval Welsh literature (Cardiff, 1991), pp 33–71, pp 
54–7. 
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three shiploads of Prydwen, Arthur’s ship, attack a fortress made 

of glass (chaer wydyr) in order to obtain its Otherworldly spoils. 

Furthermore, Arthur’s men were said to have had difficulty 

conversing with the men who were standing on its walls, exactly 

paralleling the experience of the sons of Míl in the Historia 

Brittonum.1037 Therefore, it is probable that one tradition was 

here influencing the other, and it may well be that motifs from 

British stories had influenced their Irish counterparts.1038 What is 

more, there must have been numerous opportunities for the 

sharing of tales and motifs between British and Irish scholars in 

Gwynedd as the latter frequently visited the court of Merfyn 

Frych on their way to the Continent, as can be seen in the text of 

the Bamberg Cryptogram.1039 

On this point it is important to remember that the Irish origin 

myth was an attempt by the Irish to fit themselves into the 

international Christian framework of world history that was 

anchored by the Bible and was not a survey of ‘indigenous’ 

beliefs, meaning that it was highly receptive to external 

influences. Indeed, with this biblical context in mind, it is 

important to note that the Historia Brittonum also presents us 

with an account of the wanderings of the ancestors of Míl in 

which they were brought into contact with the Israelites during 

their time in Egypt.1040 The idea of connecting the Goídil directly 

to Old Testament history was not a new phenomenon in the ninth 

century. For example, possibly as far back as the seventh century 

in the narrative of Auraicept na nÉces their ancestors were said to 

                                                 
1037 Koch, The Celtic Heroic Age, p. 310; Haycock, ‘Preiddeu Annwn’, lines 
30–2, p. 61.  
1038 On the other hand, Sims-Williams points to the use of the phrase kaer sidi, 
which appears to have been partially borrowed from Irish, to argue that the 
motif was in fact borrowed by the Welsh. For his discussion of this, see ‘The 
early Welsh Arthurian poems’, pp 54–7. 
1039 David Howlett, (ed. and trans,), ‘Two Irish jokes’, Immo Warntjes, 
Pádraic Moran, (eds), Early medieval Ireland and Europe, pp 225–264, pp 
232–44; it is probable then that these travelling scholars were the ‘most 
learned Scotti’ with whom the author had conversed, and were the source of 
much of his information on the Irish origin tale.  
1040 Mommsen, ‘Historia Brittonum cum additamentis’ §15, pp 156–8; 
Hopkins & Koch, ‘Historia Brittonum’, §15, p. 292. 
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have been present at the Tower of Babel, where the Gaelic 

language was crafted from the seventy-two languages which had 

come about after the Tower’s fall.1041 Yet the Historia Brittonum 

account brings them into direct contact with Moses and his 

people, mentioning that the ancestor of the Goídil, who is known 

simply as ‘vir nobilis de Scythia’, refused to pursue the Israelites 

and so, in order to prevent him seizing control of the kingdom in 

the aftermath of the drowning of the Pharaoh and his army in the 

Red Sea, he was expelled, together with his magna familia. From 

there they wandered for forty-two years in North Africa until 

they eventually reached Spain where they lived for close to a 

millennium, before finally settling in Ireland and the ‘regiones 

Darieta’, which should perhaps be emended to Dalrieta, i.e. Dál 

Riata.1042 Clearly, an exegetical purpose also underlay this 

narrative, as can be seen for example in the forty-two years spent 

wandering through Africa, which recalls the number of camps 

made by the Israelites in the desert on their way to the Promised 

Land.1043 Additionally, the long sojourn in Spain perhaps reflects 

                                                 
1041 Anders Ahlqvist (ed. and trans.), The early Irish linguist: an edition of the 
canonical part of the Auraicept na nÉces, with introduction, commentary and 
indices (Helsinki, 1983), p. 47; Harry Roe’s review of Ahlqvist’s work casts 
doubt on whether this pseudohistorical section should be included in the 
canonical section of Auraicept, for which see Harry Roe, ‘Review of the early 
Irish linguist’, Peritia 6/7 (1987/8), 337–9, especially 338; Ahlqvist himself 
had also doubts over whether this section was canonical; Ahlqvist, The early 
Irish linguist, pp 33–4. 
1042 Mommsen, ‘Historia Brittonum cum additamentis’§15, pp 156–8; Hopkins 
& Koch, ‘Historia Brittonum’, §15, p. 292; Mommsen, though he chose to 
render the word as ‘Darieta’, notes in his edition that a majority of manuscripts 
contain variant spellings of Dál Riata, for which see Mommsen, ‘Historia 
Brittonum cum additamentis’, p. 157 n. 20. This sentence could then be read 
as implying that the Gaelic settlement in Britain was as old as their settlement 
in Ireland, but this would disagree with every other extant account of the 
creation of Dál Riata. Instead it is probable that this story preserves a detail 
found in the ‘Milesian Invasion of Ireland’, which has them land in the Irish 
portion of Dál Riata in modern county Antrim, for which see Hull, ‘Milesian 
invasion’, 155–60. The author of Historia Brittonum may then have confused 
the portion of Dál Riata in Ireland with the much more substantial part of the 
kingdom in northwestern Britain and so decided to list them as separate 
settlements. 
1043 Book of Numbers, 33:1–49.  
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Classical influence, especially the works of Orosius and Isidore, 

who both note the closeness of Ireland and Iberia.1044 

The most detailed work on the Irish origin myth and the 

wanderings of the Goídil that we possess prior to the codification 

of the Lebor Gabála tradition is the poem known as ‘Can a 

mbunadas na nGáedel?’, which has been ascribed to Máel Muru 

Othna, who as we have seen was acclaimed in his obit in AU as 

rígfiled Érenn.1045 Máel Muru’s authorship of the poem has 

recently been cautiously approved by John Carey, which would 

make this poem a genuine work of the mid- to late ninth 

century.1046 The beginning of the poem sets out the questions the 

poet seeks to answer, including where the Goídil came from, how 

they ended up in Ireland, what they should be called and the 

origins of these names. Interestingly, Máel Muru explicitly says 

that the Goídil – whom he refers to in the first person (dún) – are 

of the Greeks in their origin and laws, but at a later stage he says 

that Fénius, the ancestor of the Gaelic people in this scheme, was 

from Scythia.1047 Here the poet appears to be conflating the two 

major traditions of Gaelic origins that were prevalent at this time, 

and resolves the problem by creating a Greek community resident 

in Scythia. Furthermore, he does not mention which of the 

grandsons of Noah he believes Fénius descended from, avoiding 

the controversy which surrounded this topic amongst Irish 

scholars.1048 Instead, he simply states that they were descended 

from Japheth son of Noah, who had by this point been 

transformed into the ancestor of all the European peoples in 

                                                 
1044 Arnaud-Lindet, Histoires I.2, §§80–1, pp 32–3; Fear, Orosius, I.2, §§80–1 
p. 45; Barney et al. (eds), The Etymologies of Isidore of Seville (Cambridge, 
2006), XIV, vi, 6, p. 294; Rolf Baumgarten, ‘The geographical orientation of 
Ireland in Isidore and Orosius’, Peritia 3 (1984), 189–203, 189–94. 
1045 See Chapter III Section 3 above; AU, 887.5, pp 342–3. 
1046 Carey, ‘In search of Mael Muru Othna’, MacCotter et al. (eds), Clerics, 
Kings and Vikings, p. 437. 
1047 Todd, ‘Can a mbunadas na nGáedel?’, pp 224–5, pp 232–3.  
1048 For an overview of these opinions see Jaski, ‘“We are of the Greeks”’, 
passim; John Carey, ‘The ancestry of Fénius Farsaid’, Celtica 21 (1990), 104–
112. 
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biblical exegesis.1049 Fénius is still associated with the Tower of 

Babel in this version, but he is here also credited with a son, Nél, 

who knew all the languages of the world and who was invited to 

Egypt by the Pharaoh. There he married Pharaoh’s daughter, 

Scotta, who gave birth to a son named Goídel, Mael Muru thus 

providing the eponyms – Goídel, Scotta and Fénius – for the 

people as a whole.1050 

As in the Historia Brittonum account, the Goídil again refuse 

to pursue the Israelites and avoid drowning in the Red Sea, but 

here instead of being expelled for fear that they will usurp power, 

the Goídil themselves fear that they will be enslaved, and so seize 

ships and flee. Furthermore, instead of wandering through North 

Africa, they now pass through the Red Sea and sail around Asia 

before returning to Scythia, and rather than forty-two it now takes 

hundreds of years to reach Spain, where they stay for only a 

generation rather than a millennium.1051 Additionally, the 

tradition that Ireland was first seen by the Milesians from the 

lighthouse of Brigantia is recorded here, and the expedition of the 

sons of Míl to Ireland is portrayed as an expedition to avenge the 

death of Íth, the first of the Goídil to land there.1052 What is more, 

six of Míl’s sons are here given names, doubling the number of 

his progeny in the Historia Brittonum, and instead of finding the 

land empty, they find it peopled by both the Fir Bolg and the 

Túatha Dé Danann, whose own ancestry is not discussed but who 

are distant relatives of the Milesians in the later Lebor Gabála 

tradition.1053 Intriguingly, the sons of Míl are not able to prevail 

                                                 
1049 In Isidore for example, Japheth is the ancestor of all the peoples of Europe 
as well of those in Asia Minor from Mount Tarsus to the north, for which see 
Barney et al., The Etymologies of Isidore of Seville, IX, ii, 26–37, p. 193; Ó 
Corráin, ‘Creating the past’, 201. 
1050 Todd, ‘Can a mbunadas na nGáedel?’, pp 222–5; this reference also shows 
that by this stage Scottus and Goídel were clearly considered synonyms; for 
the earlier meaning of Féni see Chapter I Section 3.3 above. 
1051 Todd, ‘Can a mbunadas na nGáedel?’, pp 232–33.  
1052 Todd, ‘Can a mbunadas na nGáedel?’, pp 240–1. 
1053 Todd, ‘Can a mbunadas na nGáedel?’, pp 242–3, pp 250–1; For the 
relations between these groups, see R.A.S. Macalister (ed. and trans.), Lebor 
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through force of arms and are forced to quit the country, sailing 

past the symbolic ninth wave.1054 However, Éremón with his half 

of the Milesians were able to land once more, this time at Inber 

Colptha, while the other half, who had lost their leader Donn at 

sea, landed at Inber Scéne, supposed to have been in the south of 

the island.1055 They then make an alliance with the Fir Bolg – 

who appear to have been subject to the Túatha Dé – and were 

even able to secure wives from the Túátha Dé themselves, with 

whom they agreed to divide up the country. Éremón takes the 

northern half of the country, while Éber, who seems to have 

succeeded Donn as leader of the Inber Scéne host, took the 

southern half.1056 This appears to contradict what Máel Muru had 

said in the previous stanza, that the sons of Míl were only given 

half the land by the Túatha Dé as part of their alliance. However, 

in the Old Irish tale known as Mesca Ulad, Amargin, a poet and 

one of the sons of Míl, is credited with cunningly dividing 

Ireland in two so that the sons of Míl got all that was above 

ground and the Túatha Dé got all that was below ground, and it is 

probably to this tradition that Máel Muru is referring.1057 The 

poem ends with a detailed list of all of the population-groups that 

were said to have descended from Éremón, Ír and Éber, who 

seem to have been the only ones of the six sons to have had 

children of their own. It additionally mentions six groups in 

Ireland which are not descended from the Milesians, before 

confusingly listing only three, all of whom are implied to have 

descended from the Fir Bolg.1058 

                                                                                                           
Gabála Érenn: the book of the taking of Ireland vol. I (Dublin, 1938), §95, pp 
154–5, §99 pp 160–3. 
1054 For more on the ninth wave see the Introduction above. 
1055 Todd, ‘Can a mbunadas na nGáedel?’, pp 246–9; for the possible 
identifications of these two locations, see Hogan, Onomasticon, p.457, p. 459; 
MacNeill, Phases of Irish history, pp 93–5. 
1056 Todd, ‘Can a mbunadas na nGáedel?’, pp 250–3 
1057 J. Carmichael Watson (ed.), Mesca Ulad (Dublin, 1967), p. 1; see also 
Vernam Hull (ed. and trans.), ‘De Gabáil in t-ṡída (concerning the seizure of 
the fairy mound)’, ZCP 19 (1933), 53–8. 
1058 Todd, ‘Can a mbunadas na nGáedel?’, pp 252–69. 
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‘Can a mbunadas’ therefore provides us with a detailed 

insight into the slow coalescing of the traditions surrounding the 

Milesian scheme and the wandering and settlement of the Goídil. 

Elements of the tradition already appear to have become 

relatively fixed, such as the association of Fénius with the Tower 

of Babel, the sojourn of the Goídil in Egypt, their association 

with the Israelites, their settlement of Spain and the fact that the 

vast majority of the people of Ireland descend from one of three 

brothers. However, significant differences with the account in the 

Historia Brittonum are apparent. For instance, the Túatha Dé 

Danann find no place in the Historia Brittonum whereas they are 

crucial to Máel Muru’s story. Moreover, the route taken by the 

Goídil on their escape from Egypt has been greatly altered, as has 

the chronology of their wanderings, and many new characters 

have been added to the terse narrative of HB. 

In addition, it appears that Máel Muru, like the author of HB, 

has been influenced by the tales and origin myths of 

neighbouring peoples. For example, it is eminently possible that 

the years the Goídil spent in ‘Golgatha’ – which has been 

identified as the Maeotic Marshes that were said to lie around the 

mouth of the river Don in what is now southern Russia – was 

influenced by a version of the Frankish origin myth preserved in 

the eighth-century Liber Historiae Francorum, where the Trojan 

ancestors of the Franks initially sail to the Don – known as the 

Tanais in Classical sources – and traverse the Marshes before 

founding the city of Sicambria in Pannonia.1059 Later on, at the 

                                                 
1059 Bruno Krusch (ed.), ‚Liber Historiae Francorum’, idem (ed.), MGH, SS rer. 
Merov. 2: Fredegarii et aliorum Chronica. Vitae Sanctorum (Hannover, 1888), 
pp 215–328, §1, pp 241–242; for the importance of the Tanais as a boundary 
between the continents of Europe and Asia, see Barney et al., The Etymologies 
of Isidore of Seville, XIV, iii, 1, p. 285. In his edition of Annálad anall uile, a 
work of the eleventh-century poet Gilla Cóemáin, Peter Smith translates the 
place-name Gáethlaigib as Maeotic Marshes, though does not state his reason 
for doing so, for which see Peter Smith, Three Middle-Irish historical poems 
ascribed to Gilla Cóemáin: A critical edition of the work of an eleventh-
century author (Münster, 2007), III, 16, pp 194–5; Todd equates the terms 
Golgatha and Gáethlaigib and sees them as referring to the same place; Todd, 
‘Can a mbunadas na nGáedel?’, p. 235 note d, p. 237 note g; however, it is 
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request of Emperor Valentinian, the Trojans returned to the 

Marshes and drove out some rebellious Alans who had taken 

refuge there, for which achievement they were dubbed Franci or 

‘the ferocious ones’, by the grateful emperor.1060 Therefore, by 

having the Goídil settle for a time in this area, Máel Muru may 

have been referencing literature that was then current in Francia, 

and perhaps intended to show that, by living in these swamps for 

an extended period of time, the Goídil too were hardy and 

ferocious. 

Much more expicit than this Frankish influence is Pictish 

influence, manifested in the latter’s eponymous ancestor Cruithne 

son of Cing. Much like in Bede’s account, Cruithne’s main 

function in the story is to take wives from the people of Ireland, 

but in this version they are obtained through force rather than 

consent. Indeed, the loss of their womenfolk to Cruithne – all 

except Tea, wife of Éremón – was given as the reason for the 

marriage alliance they made with the Túatha Dé, and the same 

could perhaps be the case for their agreement with the Fir 

Bolg.1061 Why Máel Muru portrayed the Milesians as victims of 

Pictish aggression considering the close relationship between the 

Picti and the Scotti in other accounts is unknown, but it is evident 

that a version of the Pictish tale of origins was also known to him 

when he wrote ‘Can a mbunadas’, again indicating that those 

who wrote on the Irish origin myth were working in a 

multicultural literary environment.1062 

                                                                                                           
possible that Golgatha might actually be referring to the place of Christ’s 
death and resurrection, furthering the exegetical agenda of the poem even if it 
admittedly does not perfectly fit with Máel Muru’s sense of geography. 
1060 Michael Clarke, ‘the Leabhar Gabhála and Carolingian origin legends’, 
Moran & Warntjes (eds), chronology, contacts, scholarship, p. 464; Richard 
Gerberding, The rise of the Carolingians and the Liber Historiae Francorum, 
(Oxford, 1987), p. 3; Krusch, ‘Liber Historiae Francorum’, §2, pp 242–3; for a 
translation of these passages, see Gerberding, rise of the Carolingians, p. 173. 
1061 Todd, ‘Can a mbunadas na nGáedel?’, pp 244–5. 
1062 Molly Miller, ‘Matriliny by treaty’, Whitelock et al. (eds), Ireland in early 
medieval Europe, pp 143–5; Nicholas Evans, ‘Ideology, Literacy and 
Matriliny: Approaches to medieval texts on the Pictish past’, S.T. Driscoll, J. 
Geddes, M.A. Hall (eds), Pictish Progress: New studies on Northern Britain 
in the early Middle Ages (Leiden, 2010), pp 45–65, p. 50. 
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 Another tale relevant to this myth, known as Scél Tuáin meic 

Chairill, also dates to the latter half of the ninth century, but 

instead of focusing on the wanderings of the Goídil, it tells the 

tale of all of the ‘historic’ inhabitants of the island of Ireland. The 

source of this information is the Tuán of the title, who came to 

Ireland with Partholón, its first settler, and who was able through 

magic to stay alive into the early Christian period, when he 

related all he knew to Finnia of Moville.1063All other members of 

Partholón’s settlement died of a plague and the members of the 

next settlement led by Partholón’s brother Nemed also all died, 

though no cause of death is given in this case.1064 The next two 

invasions correspond to those of the Fir Bolg and the Túatha Dé 

Danann, who both left communities which continued until the 

author’s time of writing.1065 The fifth and final invasion was led 

by the sons of Míl, who were said to have conquered the island 

by force.1066 This is a noticeable difference to ‘Can a mbunadas’, 

as is the presentation of Nemed, who here has no surviving 

descendants but who Máel Muru portrayed as the ancestor of the 

Fir Bolg, much like he is in the Lebor Gabála tradition.1067 

From these ninth-century texts it is evident that there were 

different and competing ideas of the origins of the people of 

Ireland, yet the sheer multiplicity of these ideas indicates that 

there was a newfound focus on the subject of Irish identity and its 

creation, with large numbers of scholars contributing to the 

discussion. This in turn indicates that the issue must have been of 

great relevance for contemporary society, whose concern about 

their own origins and legitimacy was probably driven to a large 

degree by the advent of permanent Viking settlement and the 

                                                 
1063 John Carey (ed. and trans.), ‘Scél Tuáin meic Chairill’, Ériu 35 (1984), 
93–111, 97. 
1064 Carey, ‘Scél Tuáin’, 101, 105–6. 
1065 Carey, ‘Scél Tuáin’, 102, 106; that these peoples were supposed to have 
had descendants living into the author’s own day is implied by the use of Irish 
‘Is’, signifying the present tense.  
1066 Carey, ‘Scél Tuáin’, 102, 106; the Old Irish of the passage reads: ‘Gabsat 
meic Míleth for Tuatha Déa in n-insi se ar éicin’.  
1067 Todd, ‘Can a mbunadas na nGáedel?’, pp 250–1. 
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threat this posed to the pre-existing order. Moreover, the fact that 

Máel Muru, who appears to have had close connections to Flann 

Sinna, wrote such a poem suggests that these issues were matters 

of importance not only for the literate members of the Church, 

but for the secular elite as well, who were perhaps seeking to 

consolidate and reinforce a sense of community – and their place 

at the top of it – in the face of the great changes underway in the 

ninth century. 

This upsurge of interest in the Irish origin myth amongst the 

secular elite was also possibly reflected in the naming of certain 

dynasts after its key protagonists, as can be seen for example in 

AU and CS, which both note the death of an Éiremón king of 

Ulaid in 886. However, AI record him as Uromun, and Charles-

Edwards believes that this was the more likely version of his 

name.1068 Nonetheless, CS also records Éiremón mac Cinnétig, 

lord of Cenél Maine, amongst the list of those slain at the battle 

of Dublin in 919, indicating that the name may have actually 

been in use at this time.1069 

That Ireland’s changing demographic landscape played a 

major role in creating this newfound emphasis on the Goídil and 

their ancestors is also shown by the annals. For example, the term 

Goídel is used only twice in AU in the period 600–841 – both 

times in the 770s – and one of these, as we have seen, is 

controversial. Yet from 842 to 919, the period in between the 

foundation of the first permanent camp at Dublin and the death of 

Níall Glúndub, the main hand of AU uses the word Goídil in 

eight different entries, and in seven of those entries it is used in 

conjunction with the term Gaill, highlighting the conceptual 

dichotomy between the two groups.1070 Of course, there is the 

possibility that this spike in the usage of Goídil could be due to 
                                                 
1068 Charles-Edwards, The Chronicle of Ireland, p. 334 n. 1; AU, 886.1, pp 
342–3; AI, s.a. 886, pp 136–7. 
1069 CS, s.a. 918 [919], pp 190–1. 
1070 AU, 772.6, pp 224–5, 776.2, pp 228–9 842.10, pp 300–301, 853.2, pp 312–
3, 856.3, .5, pp 314–5, 857.1, pp 314–5, 862.7, pp 318–9, 882.1, pp 336–7, 
917.3, pp 366–7, 919.3, pp 368–9 
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the increasing use of the vernacular by Irish annalists in this 

period as Dumville has pointed out, though even so entries 

written in Irish still formed a relatively small percentage of the 

total.1071 Moreover, through the growth of the Irish origin myth 

we see Goídel evolve from a term which originally signified a 

Gaelic-speaker, regardless of supposed ancestry, to one which 

was explicitly connected to a member of a putative biological 

descent-group.1072 That is not to say that there was no exchange 

between the two societies. Of the eight references to Goídil after 

841 for example, three in fact refer to the Gall-Goídil, who, as 

explained above, appear to have been a syncretic group that 

mixed elements of Gaelic and Scandinavian culture.1073 Yet they 

appear as a result to have been viewed as something of a halway-

house, neither Goídil nor Gaill but somewhere in between, 

further illustrating the profound ideological boundary between 

the two.  

 

Section 4.2: The portrayal of the Vikings in Irish literature 

Indeed, despite their uninterrupted presence in Ireland for 

hundreds of years, the Vikings were never included in the 

Milesian genealogical schema, despite its inclusion of other non-

Gaelic peoples like the Britons and in some versions the 

Cruithin.1074 Nonetheless, they do appear to have left their mark 

on Irish literature. This is especially true of eschatological texts, 

as can be seen, for example, in Imaccalam in Dá Thúarad, or 

‘Colloquy of the two sages’, a text which details the harbingers 

of the Apocalypse. Here Ferchertne, one of the two sages of the 

title, mentions that ‘outlanders (echtrainn)’ will consume the 

plain of Ireland (Érennmag), which appears to be a reference to 

                                                 
1071 David Dumville, ‘Latin and Irish in the Annals of Ulster: A.D. 431–1050’, 
Whitelock et al. (eds), Ireland in Early Medieval Europe, pp 320–341, pp 
327–9.  
1072 See below. 
1073 See Chapter III Section 1.2 above.  
1074Margaret E. Dobbs, ‘The history of the descendants of Ír [Part II]’, 64–5; 
see Chapter III Section 4.1 above. 
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Viking depredations.1075 This also appears to be the case in 

Epistil Ísu, which mentions one of the punishments for not 

observing Sunday correctly as ‘heathens (gennti)… i.e. a race of 

pagans, who will carry you into bondage from your own lands, 

and will offer you up to their own gods’.1076 These sentiments are 

almost exactly paralleled in Cáin Domnaig, which says that the 

transgression of Sunday brings ‘cenéla echtranna’ with avenging 

swords to bear the perpetrators in bondage into ‘pagan lands (tire 

geinte)’.1077 

On the other hand, the Viking impact is portrayed in a much 

more prosaic way in the Vita Findani, a ninth-century Saint’s 

Life written at the monastery of Rheinau in modern 

Switzerland.1078 Its protagonist, Fintan, was said to have been 

born in Leinster and was of a noble family. During his life in 

Ireland he had numerous dealings with the Vikings, the first such 

encounter being an attempt to ransom his sister who had been 

captured by them. This resulted in his own capture, though he 

was released at the urging of some of his abductors who thought 

it wrong to seize those who were attempting to ransom others.1079 

At another time he was being pursued by Vikings but managed to 

avoid them by hiding behind the door of a house.1080 However, 

                                                 
1075 Whitley Stokes (ed. and trans.), ‘The colloquy of the two sages’, Revue 
Celtique 26 (1905), 4–64, (corrigenda, 284–5), §225, 44–5; for Ó Corráín’s 
dating of this text see Ó Corráin, Clavis Litterarum Hibernensium, iii, no. 
1070, p. 1396; Máire Ní Mhaonaigh, on the other hand, supports Stokes’s 
dating of the text to the tenth century, for which see Máire Ní Mhaonaigh, 
‘Friend and Foe: Vikings in ninth and tenth century Irish literature’, Howard B. 
Clarke et al. (eds), Ireland and Scandinavia in the early Viking age, pp 381–
402, p. 396 n. 79. 
1076 J.G. O’Keeffe, ‘Cáin Domnaig’, §10, 196–7. 
1077 Vernam Hull, ‘Cáin Domnaig’, §11, 170–1. 
1078 Oswald Holder-Egger (ed.), ‘Vita Findani’, MGH, Scriptores 15/1: 
Supplementum tomorum I-XII, pars III. Supplementum tomi XIII (Hannover, 
1887), pp 502-506; translated by Reidar Thorolf Christiansen in ‘The people 
of the north’, Lochlann: a review of Celtic Studies 2 (1962), 155–64; however, 
cf. Holm, who believes that the tale as we have it may be a tenth- or eleventh-
century version; Poul Holm, ‘The Slave’s Tale’, Sparky Booker & Cherie N. 
Peters (eds), Tales of Medieval Dublin (Dublin, 2014), pp 39–51, p. 39. 
1079 Holder-Egger, ‘Vita Findani’, p. 503; Christiansen, ‘The people of the 
north’, p. 156. 
1080 Holder-Egger, ‘Vita Findani’, p. 503; Christiansen, ‘The people of the 
north’, p. 156. 
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disaster finally did strike when Fintan’s family became involved 

in a quarrel with another Leinster dynasty, in the course of which 

Fintan’s father and brother were slain. Fearing vengeance, his 

enemies prepared a banquet for Fintan near the sea as a peace-

offering, but during the feast, as pre-arranged, the Vikings 

arrived and took him captive.1081 His captor though did not wish 

to return home and wanted to continue raiding, and so he sold 

Fintan to another Viking, who again sold Fintan on to another 

who sold him on a third time. This man did wish to return home, 

and on the way they encountered ships en route to Ireland, whose 

crews asked for information about conditions there. However, as 

a member of this crew had killed a brother of one of Fintan’s 

captors, a fight broke out in which Fintan defended his new 

masters, and in doing so he was able to gain their trust.1082 He 

then abused this trust to escape when they landed on one of the 

uninhabited Orkney Islands. Trusting to the sea, he washed up 

near a Christian community, who directed him to their bishop 

who had studied in Ireland. After spending two years with this 

bishop, Fintan made his way to the Continent, journeying to 

Rome before eventually settling at Rheinau, where he was said to 

have observed the feast-days of Brigit, Patrick, Columba and 

Aidan, indicating that Fintan actively maintained a sense of Irish 

identity despite his long exile from his homeland.1083 

The Vita Findani therefore offers a wealth of information on 

the daily interactions between the Vikings and the Irish with all 
                                                 
1081 Holder-Egger, ‘Vita Findani’, p. 503; Christiansen, ‘The people of the 
north’, pp 156–7. 
1082 Holder-Egger, ‘Vita Findani’, pp 503–4; Christiansen, ‘The people of the 
north’, pp 157–8. 
1083 Holder-Egger, ‘Vita Findani’, p. 504–6; Christiansen, ‘The people of the 
north’, pp 158–63; it seems likely that the St Aidan whose feast Fintan 
celebrated while in Rheinau was Máedóc of Ferns, a prominent local saint in 
southern Leinster. Certainly, the fact that the feast that was made for him was 
near the sea suggests that Fintan was not from the political centre of northern 
Leinster around Mag Life, which did not have a coastline, and as his family 
appears to have been one of the leading families in the province it is quite 
possible that Fintan was part of the powerful Uí Chennselaig dynasty, in 
whose territory Ferns lay. Ó Riain also thinks this is a likely possibility, for 
which see Ó Ríain, ‘Maodhóg of Ferns (Fearna)’, idem (ed.), Dictionary of 
Irish Saints (Dublin, 2011), pp 432–6, p. 435.  
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their subtleties. The former, despite the fact that most of them 

were presumably still pagan, are portrayed in no worse terms 

than the nobility of Leinster, with whom they at times co-

operated. Some of them could even be inspired by God to release 

prisoners and could treat their captives relatively well. These are 

not the godless, doom-bringing heathens of the eschatological 

texts, but instead are well-rounded believable characters, 

indicating that not all writers viewed the Vikings in the same 

terms; some chose to portray them relatively true to life, while 

others used them as more of a literary device.1084 

Yet even so, the Vikings were still perceived as a people 

apart, as shown by their exclusion from the Milesian scheme and 

the Irish origin myth, although they do share some traits with the 

Fomoire, supernatural beings who are the enemies of both 

Nemed and the Túatha Dé Danann in the later canon.1085 John 

Carey in particular has drawn attention to this in his study of 

Cath Maige Tuired, a tale which was redacted in the Middle Irish 

period but which nonetheless retains a core which goes back to 

the ninth century.1086 He argues that the tale borders on the 

xenophobic in its portrayal of the Fomoire – whom Carey sees as 

agents of foreign influence modelled on the Vikings – and asserts 

that it reflects the perception of the literary classes that the ‘Old 

Order’ described by Binchy was fading into oblivion due to an 

erosion of ‘native’ values.1087 However, while it is quite clear that 

the Fomoire in this text were based on the Vikings, Carey 

overstates the hostility of the depiction. Indeed, the description of 

                                                 
1084 Though this Life was written in Rheinau, as the text preserves several 
instances of Old Irish it is possible that the author himself may have also been 
from Ireland; for these fragments see Stokes & Strachan (ed.), Thesaurus 
Palaeohibernicus, vol. II, p. 258. 
1085 Macalister, Lebor Gabála Érenn, vol. III, §239, §§241–3, pp 120–5. 
1086 Elizabeth A. Gray (ed. and trans.), Cath Maige Tuired: The second battle 
of Mag Tuired (Dublin, 1982), p. 11; Liam Breatnach has recently suggested 
that the tale should be dated to ‘at least the ninth century’, and argues that the 
later forms arose in the course of transmission rather being the conscious work 
of a redactor, for which see Liam Breatnach, ‘The lord’s share in the profits of 
justice and a passage in Cath Maige Tuired’, Celtica 27 (2013), 1–17, 4.   
1087 John Carey, ‘Myth and mythography in Cath Maige Tuired’, Studia 
Celtica 24/5 (1989/90), 53–69, 56, 58–9.   
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Elatha, king of the Fomoire as ‘a man of the fairest appearance’, 

and the apparently consensual nature of his relationship with the 

symbolically named Ériu suggest that the tale’s main focus is not 

to condemn outsiders, otherwise Bres, his son by this liaison, 

would surely not have been allowed to become king over his 

maternal kin in the first place.1088 

Admittedly, in having Bres assume rulership the author may 

have been actively trying to portray him as the archetypal bad 

king, who legally had no paternal kin and had no other redeeming 

qualities except his handsomeness.1089 Yet regardless of this, 

Bres’s unsuitability for the kingship rests on more than just his 

patrilineal descent. This is shown by a conversation with his 

father in which he outlines why he had been forced to leave 

Ireland: ‘nothing brought me except my own injustice and 

arrogance. I deprived them of their valuables and possessions and 

their own food’, to which Elatha’s reply (‘Better their prosperity 

than their kingship; better their requests than their curses’) 

confirms that Bres’s incompetence and lack of leadership skills 

were not traits he had inherited from him, albeit Bres’s tendency 

towards niggardliness was probably not helped by the fact that all 

of Ireland had to pay tribute to Elatha and two of his fellow 

Fomorian kings.1090 Nonetheless, aside from the description of 

the monstrous eye of Balor, the Fomoire are not depicted in a 

particularly negative or ‘othered’ light, as can be seen in the 

sexual union described later on in the tale between the Dagda and 

the daughter of a Fomorian king, who is described as ‘a good-

                                                 
1088 Gray, Cath Maige Tuired, §§16–18, pp 26–7, § 24, pp 28–9. Admittedly, 
as we know very little about early medieval Irish society’s views towards 
women and sexual violence, there is considerable room for doubt over the 
correct interpretation of the union between Ériu and Elatha, and a case could 
perhaps be made for interpreting this liaison as rape rather than consensual sex. 
1089 Neil McLeod, ‘Irish law and the wars of the Túatha Dé Danann’, Liam 
Breatnach, Ruairí Ó hUiginn, Damian McManus, Katherine Simms (eds), XIV 
International Congress of Celtic Studies, Maynooth 2011 (Dublin, 2015), pp 
75–94, pp 77–83. 
1090 Gray, Cath Maige Tuired, §§45–46, pp 36–7; for a correction to Gray’s 
rendering of this passage, see Breatnach, ‘the lord’s share’, 13; Gray, Cath 
Maige Tuired, §25, pp 28–9. 
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looking young woman with an excellent figure, her hair in 

beautiful tresses’. Indeed, if anything, it is the Dagda – whose 

stomach had been temporarily inflated to ridiculous proportions 

through over-consumption of porridge – that is the ‘othered’ one 

of the two.1091 

Furthermore, the Túatha Dé Danann at one point make an 

alliance with the Fomoire, which is sealed by the marriage 

between the Fomorian Ethne and Cian of the Túatha Dé, from 

which is born Lug, who was one of the most important leaders 

for the latter at Mag Tuired.1092 The narrator also retains an air of 

neutrality even during the battle, where sympathy is shown to the 

fallen of both sides.1093 However, the Fomoire are still portrayed 

as being ‘foreign’ to Ireland in this text, exemplified by the fact 

that their opponents are called the fir Érenn, a term which 

emphasises their legitimacy in the face of this threat from 

overseas. On this point Carey has suggested that the tale reflects 

real historical developments of the mid-ninth century, associated 

specifically with the reigns of Máel Sechnaill and Áed Findliath. 

Based on this, and its ‘emphasis on centralised co-operation’, he 

argues that it was originally written for the edification of an Uí 

Néill king, drawing inspiration for the tale from the activities of 

the Vikings in the same era.1094 If so, this would constitute further 

evidence for the significant impact the Viking settlement had on 

Irish culture, despite the fact that neither they nor the Fomoire – 

their literary reflection – are included amongst those who took 

Ireland in the later Lebor Gabála tradition.1095 Instead, their role 

                                                 
1091 Gray, Cath Maige Tuired, §93, pp 46–7, §133, pp 60–1. 
1092 Gray, Cath Maige Tuired, §8, pp 24–5. 
1093 Gray, Cath Maige Tuired, §§131–2, pp 58–9. 
1094 Carey, ‘Myth and mythography’, 60. 
1095 However, Thomas O’Rahilly believed that the Fomoire were merely a sub-
branch of the Túatha Dé Danann and so would have been included as part of 
their taking, for which see Thomas F. O’Rahilly, Early Irish history and 
mythology (Dublin, 1946), pp 482–3. Interestingly, there is a reference in the 
text to the Fomoire inhabiting the Hebrides as well as the Isle of Man, which 
Carey would see as being part of the original ninth-century text, for which see 
Gray, Cath Maige Tuired, §13 pp 26–7; Carey, ‘Myth and mythography’, 59 n. 
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appears to be entirely antagonistic, acting as a foil to the 

legitimate political community of the fir Érenn, who were ruled 

over by the king of Ireland.  

 

Section 4.3: The kingship of Ireland in Irish literature 

The idea of an Irish kingship becomes much more prevalent in 

literary works from the late ninth century onwards, and the king 

of Ireland, from the rather vague, ill-defined figure of earlier 

texts, was transformed into the key protagonist in many of these 

tales, whose rights and responsibilities are outlined in some detail. 

For example, in the extant text of Tochmarc Étaíne, the Dagda is 

accorded the title ‘rí Érenn’ and rules from his house at Uisnech, 

from which central point the island extended equally to the north, 

south, east and west.1096 His duties as king of Ireland are not fully 

outlined, but they did include adjudication on difficult legal cases 

such as that between his son Óengus and Midir, the boy’s 

fosterfather, which was done in the presence of the men of 

Ireland.1097 In addition, the fact that the king of Ulster was 

initially reluctant to hand over his daughter, ‘the fairest maiden in 

Ireland’, to Óengus because ‘the nobility of thy [Óengus’s] 

family, and the greatness of thy power and that of thy father’ 

would mean that there would be no way to obtain redress should 

they bring shame upon her, indicates that a huge gulf in status 

between the king of Ireland and the provincial kings was seen as 

the norm at the time of this text’s composition.1098 In the second 

section of the tale Eochaid Airem is also called king of Ireland, 

and his prerogatives seem to have included the convening of the 

men of Ireland for the Feis Temro – where he was to assess ‘their 

tributes and taxes (a mbesa ⁊ a císa)’ for five years – and going 

on a circuit of the entire island. Additionally, he seeks the 
                                                                                                           
67, 65; Ó Corráin on the other hand would see it as a later interpolation; Ó 
Corráin, ‘The Vikings in Scotland and Ireland’, 311.  
1096 Osborn Bergin & Richard I. Best (eds and trans), ‘Tochmarc Étaíne’, Ériu 
12 (1938), 137–96, Part I, §1, 142–3, §5, 144–5 
1097 Bergin & Best, ‘Tochmarc Étaíne’, Part I, §7, 146–7. 
1098 Bergin & Best, ‘Tochmarc Étaíne’, Part I, §§11–12, pp 148–51. 
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counsel of the men of Ireland when confronting Midir, referred to 

here as rí síde Érenn, who had taken his wife despite her 

unwillingness to abandon Eochaid.1099 Though Bergin and Best, 

following in Thurneysen’s wake, assert that the tale was heavily 

revised in the Middle Irish period, Carney dates the core of this 

work to the ninth century and notes that it may have been based 

on earlier sources that were part of the Cín Dromma Snechtai 

manuscript, potentially pushing back the origin of this tale a 

century or more.1100 Therefore, though we should treat the 

terminology with due caution and consideration, there is at least 

the possibility that Tochmarc Étaíne preserves the viewpoint of a 

ninth-century author and his conception of the kingship of Ireland. 

The unwillingnesss of Étaín to abandon her husband is in 

sharp contrast to the protagonist of Tochmarc Becfhola, a text 

assigned by Máire Bhreathnach to the late ninth or early tenth 

century.1101 In this tale, Diarmait son of Áed Sláine – who is 

called both king of Ireland and king of Tara – comes across a 

mysterious beautiful woman who, after engaging him in a cryptic 

conversation rife with sexual innuendo, agrees to be his wife. 

However, she is actually more interested in Crimthann, the king’s 

fosterson, and eventually prevails on him to make a tryst with her. 

Crimthann though is dissuaded from following through on this 

agreement by his muinter, who tell him that he should not run off 

with ‘the wife of the high-king of Ireland (ben ardríg Érenn)’.1102 

Becfhola however remains unaware of Crimthann’s change of 

heart, and after going astray in the forest on the way to the 

designated meeting-point, comes across the Otherworld warrior 

Flann ua Fedaich with whom she shares a bed, though they do 

                                                 
1099 Bergin & Best, ‘Tochmarc Étaíne’, Part II, §§1–2, pp 162–3, §4, pp 166–7, 
§8, pp 170–1, §16, pp 184–5, §18, pp 186–7.  
1100 Bergin & Best, ‘Tochmarc Étaíne’, 139; James Carney, ‘Language and 
literature to 1169’, NHI, vol. I, pp 451–510, p. 466; Carey, ‘On the 
interrelationships’, 89–90. 
1101 Máire Bhreathnach, ‘A new edition of Tochmarc Becfhola’, Ériu 35 
(1984), 59–91, 70. 
1102 Bhreathnach, ‘Tochmarc Becfhola’, 72–3, 77. 
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not have sex. Becfhola now falls in love with Flann and offers to 

remain with him, to which he responds ‘it is indeed a bad union 

for you, to stay with me and forsake the king of Ireland and to 

follow me in soldiering and exile.’1103 But Flann asserts that if he 

should ever gain possession of the island on which they were 

staying, which was then being contested between Flann and his 

three brothers on the one hand and four of his cousins on the 

other, he shall come and retrieve her, which comes to pass 

exactly one year later. Diarmait, for his part, allows his wife to 

abscond with the stranger, calling her an ‘evil one (urchód)’ and 

saying that ‘one knows not whither she goes nor whence she 

came.’1104 Diarmait thus appears in this tale as a weak and 

passive character, unable to satisfy his wife and unwilling to 

restrain her. Yet despite this, he is persistently described as king 

of Ireland and had the hostages of at least the Leinstermen in his 

court, making his portrayal as an ineffectual but pious king all the 

more perplexing. However, if the tale as we have it was 

composed by a supporter of Clann Cholmáin, the great rivals of 

Diarmait’s Síl nÁedo Sláine dynasty, this would help to explain 

why the author has a rather negative opinion of Diarmait but a 

clear sense of reverence for his power and status.1105  

Diarmait’s grandfather and namesake, Diarmait mac Cerbaill, 

is himself portrayed as a king of Ireland in Orgguin trí mac 

Diarmata mic Cerbaill, another tale which may date from this 

time. Here Diarmait is said to have gathered the men of Ireland in 

order to avenge the slaying of his three sons, who had been put to 

death in a mill. However, the sons’ killer, Maelodrán, catches the 

king off guard and forces him to plead for his life. The story then 

resolves itself with the two men parting amicably and Maelodrán 

                                                 
1103 Bhreathnach, ‘Tochmarc Becfhola’, 73–5, 78–9. 
1104 Bhreathnach, ‘Tochmarc Becfhola’, 75–6, 80. 
1105 For a differing view, which argues for a Leinster bias in this text, see 
Patrick Sim-Williams, ‘Tochmarc Becfhola: a “peculiar confused tale”?’, 
Joseph F. Eska (ed.), Narrative in Celtic tradition: Essays in honour of Edgar 
M. Slotkin, CSANA Yearbook 8–9 (Hamilton, NY, 2011), pp 228–34, pp 232–
4. 
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becoming Diarmait’s loyal ally.1106 Interestingly, when Diarmait 

introduces Maelodrán to his wife Mumain, he states that 

Maelodrán had given her ‘the queenship of Ireland (rígnacht 

Érenn)’, suggesting that the position of queen was considered 

important and prestigious by contemporary society.1107 

The influence of a queen is also apparent in Esnada Tige 

Buchet, another tale which features the kingship of Ireland.1108 

This time it is Cathair Már, a legendary king of the Leinstermen, 

who is accorded this honour, and again one of the core 

responsibilities of this office is to preserve the law, something 

which he is unable to do in the case of Buchet, who had been 

wronged by Cathair’s sons.1109 The chronology of the tale then 

becomes seriously confused, but the next ruling king of Ireland 

mentioned is Cormac mac Airt, whose kingship is explicitly 

associated with the site of Tara, which is then pledged to provide 

support to the kings of Ireland until the end of time, suggesting 

that the text has an Uí Néill provenance. His marriage to Ethne, 

                                                 
1106 David Greene (ed.), Fingál Rónáin and other stories (Dublin, 1955), pp 
48–51, p. v, p. 47; An edition of the story with translation is provided by Kuno 
Meyer, for which see Kuno Meyer (ed. and trans.), ‘The death of the three 
sons of Diarmait mac Cerrbeóil (or Cerbaill)’, idem (ed.), Hibernica minora: 
being a fragment of an Old-Irish treaty on the Psalter (Oxford, 1894), pp 70–5. 
1107 Meyer, ‘The death of the three sons’, pp 72–4; in Greene’s version, which 
incorporated readings from the Book of Uí Maine, Diarmait’s wife is merely 
said to have retained the queenship with no explicit reference to Ireland. 
However, as Diarmait is still referred to as rí Érenn, this does not seem to 
present a different conception of her power; Greene, Fingál Rónáin and other 
stories, p. 50; the position and prestige of queens in early Irish society is 
clearly seen in AU, where the deaths of nine queens are recorded between 732 
and 918. That their standing is in some way reflective of the standing of their 
male relations is seen in the fact that, of these nine women,  seven had familial 
links to the kings of Tara, another was wife to Cathal mac Finnguine, king of 
Munster, and the other was Aethelflaed, daughter of Alfred the Great and 
Lady of the Mercians, for which see AU, 732.7, pp 184–5; 748.6, pp 202–3; 
768.5, pp 220–1; 795.1, pp 250–1; 801.6, pp 256–7; 802.7, pp 258–9; 861.2, 
pp 318–9; 890.5, pp 344–5; 918.5, pp 368–9.  
1108 Dillon dated this story to the tenth century but did not provide any 
evidence; Myles Dillon (ed.), The Cycles of the Kings (Oxford, 1946), p. 25. 
However, Greene thought this was too too late and instead places it in the Old 
Irish period, for which see Green, Fingál Rónáin and other stories, p. 27; an 
edition with a translation was made by Whitley Stokes, for which see Whitley 
Stokes (ed. and trans.), ‘The songs of Buchet’s House’, Revue Celtique 25 
(1904), 18–38 (corrigenda, 225–7). 
1109 Greene, Fingál Rónáin and other stories, pp 28–9; Stokes, ‘Buchet’s 
House’, 22–5, 225–6; for Cathair as an ancestral figure for the Laigin, see 
‘Énna Labraid, luad cáich’, O’Brien, CGH, pp 4–7.  
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Cathair’s daughter and Buchet’s fosterchild, results in the latter’s 

rehabilitation, ending the story on a positive note.1110 

Togail Bruidne Uí Dergae – which appears to have formed 

part of the Cín Dromma Snechtai manuscript – also contains a 

reference to the king of Ireland, though it does not end in quite 

the same optimistic manner as Esnada Tige Buchet. Instead, 

Conaire son of Mess Buachalla is slain in the hostel of Ua Dergae 

by marauders from Britain and Ireland despite having previously 

sent the latter into exile, his power having prevented them from 

raiding in Ireland (‘ar nis-léic greim Conaire dóib a cor i 

nHére’).1111 The great extent of Conaire’s power is further 

elucidated in Togail Bruidne Dá Derga, a later version of the 

same tale dating to the eleventh century but which appears to 

have been created from sources that may date back to the 

ninth.1112 Here both Conaire and his great-grandfather, Eochaid 

Feidlech, are explicitly called kings of Ireland, and the former’s 

reign was said to have been so fruitful that there were ‘seven 

ships in every June of every year at Inber Colptha’, as well as an 

abundance of fish and acorns, complete peace and fair weather, 

reflecting the image of ideal kingship found in the speculum 

principis genre.1113 But all of this is undermined by the violent 

tendencies of Conaire’s three fosterbrothers and ‘the sons of the 

lords of the men of Ireland (maccaib flaithi fer nÉrenn)’, who, 

together with Ingcél mac Cormaic, son of the king of Britain, 

(mac ríg Breatan) cause mass devastation in both islands.1114 

Evidently, though the king was strong enough to exile marauders, 

                                                 
1110 Greene, Fingál Rónáin and other stories, p. 31, p. 30; Stokes, ‘Buchet’s 
House’, 24–31. 
1111 An edition of this tale can be found in mac Mathúna, Immram Brain, pp 
448–51, p. 450.  
1112 mac Mathúna, Immram Brain, p. 448. 
1113 Eleanor Knott (ed.), Togail bruidne Da Derga (Dublin, 1936), §1, p. 1, 
§15, p. 5 §17, p. 6; Whitley Stokes (ed. and trans.), ‘The destruction of Dá 
Derga’s hostel’, Revue Celtique 22 (1901), 9–61, 165–215, 282–329, 390–403, 
§1, pp 13–4, §15, pp 25–6, §17, pp 27–8; for the fruitfulness of nature 
depending on the justice of a ruler, see Fergus Kelly (ed. and trans.), Audacht 
Morainn (Dublin, 1976), especially §§12–21, pp 6–7.    
1114 Knott, Togail bruidne, §20, p. 7, §22, p. 7; Stokes, ‘Dá Derga’s Hostel’, 
§20, pp 29–30, §22, pp 30–1. 
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he could not effectively prevent their return with powerful new 

allies, highlighting the fact that a king of Ireland was not 

expected to be able to preserve peace and keep his subordinates 

in line indefinitely. 

In Cath Maige Rath, a tale of the early tenth century, an 

alliance is also made between men from Britain and Irish 

malcontents, this time led by a fosterson of the king of Ireland 

who had, somewhat farcically, challenged his fosterfather to 

battle over an egg.1115 Not much is made of the alliance in this 

text, which merely states that Congal went to ‘fetch (co tucad)’ 

the men of Alba before the battle, without any other reason being 

given.1116 However, in Fled Dúin na nGéd, a later Middle Irish 

retelling of the battle, Congal is said to have gone to Alba 

because of his kinship with its people, and his mother is now 

explicitly made the daughter of the king of Alba. There follows 

an extended sequence revolving around Congal’s time in his 

grandfather’s court, where the the men of Alba are urged not to 

go with Congal as Ireland was not their native land, and the 

disastrous fate of the expedition is foretold. Herbert interprets 

this change as a symptom of the growing separation of the men 

of Ireland and Alba in the twelfth century due to the increasing 

powers of the respective kings of these polities, which led to the 

growth of distinctive Irish and ‘Scottish’ identities at the expense 

of a common sense of Gaelicness.1117 However, as this thesis has 

argued, a strong attachment to Ireland and Irish identity is evident 

even in our earliest extant sources, while ideas of a common 

Gaelic people were never extended into the political sphere, 

                                                 
1115 Jacqueline Borsje, ‘Demonising the enemy: a study of Congal Cáech’, Jan 
Erik Rekdal, Ailbhe Ó Corráin (eds), Proceedings of the eighth symposium of 
Societas Celtologica Nordica (Uppsala, 2007), pp 21–38, p. 23 n. 8; Carl 
Marstander, ‘A new version of the battle of Mag Rath’, Ériu 5 (1911), 226–47, 
234–5. 
1116 Marstrander, ‘Mag Rath’, 236–7. 
1117 Herbert, ‘Rí Éirenn, Rí Alban’, Simon Taylor (ed.), Kings, clerics and 
chronicles in Scotland 500–1297, pp 70–2; eadem, ‘Sea-divided Gaels’, Smith 
(ed.), Britain and Ireland 900–1300, pp 95–7. 
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being reserved mainly for matters of language and culture.1118 

Indeed, as the vast majority of Cath Maige Raith is devoted to the 

deeds of explicitly Irish warriors, the reference to Congal 

‘fetching’ the men of Alba appears to have been a comparatively 

minor plot-point, and should not be taken as symbolising a 

particularly close relationship between Ireland and Alba at this 

time. 

However, that does not mean that the connections between 

these two areas were viewed as insignificant. For example, Scéla 

Cano meic Gartnáin, which has been dated to the late ninth or 

early tenth century by Binchy, portrays close friendship and 

frequent interchange between the men of Ireland and Alba.1119 In 

it Cano declares that he and his followers should go to Ireland as 

they have kinsmen there (cómbráthair dún).1120 As Cano’s own 

genealogy is not fully elucidated it is impossible to be sure if this 

signifies an actual family link, similar to Congal in Fled Dúin na 

nGed, or if Cano is asserting kinship between the men of Ireland 

and Alba more generally. It is also a possibility that Collmag, the 

place in Ulster Cano first visits when he comes to Ireland, could 

have formed part of the Irish territory of Dál Riata, meaning that 

the kinsmen in question were the Irish branch of his dynasty, 

though as the place has remained unidentified this is 

conjectural.1121 The story also has Diarmait and Blathmac, the 

two sons of Áed Sláine, going on a circuit in Ulaid when Cano 

arrives, illustrating their supposed overlordship over this area. 

Later on, the position of Diarmait at least is confirmed when 

                                                 
1118 Herbert, ‘Sea-divided Gaels?’, Smith (ed.), Britain and Ireland 900–1300, 
pp 95–6; Ruth Lehmann (ed.), Fled Dúin na nGéd (Dublin, 1964), p. 14; John 
O’Donovan (ed. and trans.), The Banquet of Dun na n-Gedh and the Battle of 
Mag Rath: an ancient historical tale (Dublin, 1842), pp 44–5.     
1119 Binchy, Scéla Cano, p. xiv. 
1120 Binchy, Scéla Cano, §4, p. 1; Nuyten, Scél Cano, §4, p. 28. 
1121 Binchy, Scéla Cano, §5, p. 2; Nuyten, Scél Cano, §5, p. 30; Binchy places 
Collmag near to Mag Muirthemne based on the internal evidence of the story, 
though he does not attempt a closer identification than this; Binchy, Scél Cano, 
p. 22. 
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Senchán Torpéist refers to him as king of Ireland.1122 As for Cano, 

he eventually becomes the guest of Illand son of Scandlán, king 

of Corcu Loígde in Munster, where he is generously treated until 

he returns to his homeland to take up the kingship of Alba.1123 

This is not the end of his dealings with Ireland however, and he 

returns to avenge the death of Illand, who had been slain by rivals 

within the Corcu Loígde. On this expedition he brings with him 

not only the fir Alban, but also the English and Britons, who slay 

Illand’s killers and place his son in power. To ensure the new 

king’s safety, Cano takes hostages from the Corcu Loígde and 

brings them back with him to Alba.1124 Therefore, it could be 

argued that Cano had obtained overlordship within Ireland as 

well as over his neighbours in Britain. However, as before, these 

conquests appear to have been temporary and attest to the 

individual power of Cano rather than attesting to a contemporary 

political conception that the author wished to promote. Moreover, 

the purpose of his hostage-taking in Ireland had nothing to do 

with ideas of a pan-Gaelic kingship, as even though Cano is 

made to recite a poem which lists the various ales of sovereignty, 

including one amongst the Ciarraige ‘over which the Goídil make 

strife’, it seems that Cano only drinks the ale associated with the 

Isle of Skye, indicating that his own kingdom lay within Alba.1125 

In Cath Maige Muccrama – which has been dated by its 

editor to the ninth century – the tale of Scél Cano is somewhat 

reversed, as here Lugaid mac Con is exiled from Ireland to Alba, 

with his subsequent return, seizure of the kingship of Tara and 

eventual deposition and death forming the key plot-points of the 

                                                 
1122 Binchy, Scéla Cano, §5, p. 2; Nuyten, Scél Cano, §5, p. 30; Binchy, Scéla 
Cano, §13, p. 9; Nuyten, Scél Cano, §13, pp 48–9. 
1123 Binchy, Scéla Cano, §§16–17, pp 12–14; Nuyten, Scél Cano, §§16–17, pp 
55–9. 
1124 Binchy, Scéla Cano, §18, p. 14, §19, p. 16; Nuyten, Scél Cano, §18, p. 60, 
§19, p. 66; for the emergence of  the north British kingdom of Alba c. 900 see 
the Introduction above. 
1125 Binchy, Scéla Cano, §20, pp 17–19; Nuyten, Scél Cano, §20, pp 69–71; it 
is also possible that the poem is implying that Cano had drunk all of these ales 
of sovereignty before returning to Skye, though as he does not venture to all of 
the places listed this interpretation seems doubtful.   
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narrative.1126 Art mac Chuinn, the man he overthrows and 

replaces at Tara, is portrayed as the rightful ruler (fír flatha) of 

Ireland, and as such is the only man to be protected by angels at 

Mag Muccrama.1127 Such divine protection did not prevent 

Lugaid’s fosterfather from decapitating Art in the rout after the 

battle, but it does speak to the text’s attempts to legitimize the 

rule over Ireland of the descendants of Conn Cétchathach.1128 

Indeed, seven years after the battle, Art’s son Cormac, who was 

being fostered by Lugaid, famously corrected the king’s 

judgement about the illegal grazing of sheep on a woad patch, to 

which all replied: ‘That is the true judgement. Moreover, it is the 

son of the true prince who has given it. (Is é dano mac na fír 

[ḟ]latha rod[a]-(f)uc)’.1129 As a result of this, Lugaid’s reign is 

punished with infertility for a year, after which he is expelled 

from the kingship by the men of Ireland.1130 Therefore, though 

they did not monopolize the kingship, the text clearly favours the 

ancestors of the Uí Néill as Ireland’s rightful sovereigns, a point 

reinforced by the text’s assertion of Tara as the central place of 

Irish kingship.1131 

Alongside its legitimation of the Uí Néill’s claims to an all-

Ireland kingship, CMM also provides much information on Irish 

identity. For example, when Lugaid and his companions flee 

Ireland and seek out the king of Alba they do not give their 

names when they reach his court, and because of this ‘it was not 

known whence they had come except that they were of the Goídil 

(⁊ nocon fhess can dóib acht a mbith do Gáedelaib)’.1132 Later on, 

when another man is asked by the king to state where he is from 

(‘can don ḟir uait?’) he also replies that he is of the Goídil. The 

                                                 
1126 Máirín O’Daly, ‘Cath Maige Muccrama’, eadem (ed.), Cath Maige 
Muccrama, pp 38–63; ibid, p. 18.   
1127 O’Daly, ‘Cath Maige Muccrama’, §51, pp 54–5. 
1128 O’Daly, ‘Cath Maige Muccrama’, §§57–8, pp 56–7. 
1129 O’Daly, ‘Cath Maige Muccrama’, §59, pp 56–7, §§63–4, pp 58–9.  
1130 O’Daly, ‘Cath Maige Muccrama’, §66, pp 58–9. 
1131 O’Daly, ‘Cath Maige Muccrama’, §66, pp 58–9; this has the effect of 
making the kingships of Tara and Ireland synonymous in this text.  
1132 O’Daly, ‘Cath Maige Muccrama’, §16, pp 44–5. 
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king follows this up by asking whether he has any news of the 

men of Ireland, providing another opportunity for the writer to 

extol the virtues of Art’s reign before his untimely death.1133 

Nonetheless, it is noteworthy that in both situations the characters 

chose to identify themselves as Goídil without explicitly 

acknowledging their connections to Ireland. In Lugaid’s case of 

course this could have been to protect himself, as he initially 

feared that the king of Alba would slay him ‘for the sake of the 

king of Ireland (ar ríg nHérend)’, showing that such a figure was 

perceived as having significant clout even beyond the shores of 

his kingdom. However, there is also the possibility that, in this 

story at least, Goídel and fer Érenn were considered synonyms. 

This is vaguely suggested by the king’s request for news of the 

men of Ireland directly after he found out that the second man 

was of the Goídil, but it is much more directly stated later on in 

the tale when Lugaid returns with a large army from Britain to 

avenge himself on the men of Ireland. To prevent the Goídil who 

were fighting for Lugaid from taking flight, their legs were to be 

tied to those of Albanaig, suggesting a perception of ethnic 

difference on the part of the author between the Gaelic Irish and 

the Goídil of Britain. It is also a possibility that Goídil was 

employed here as the political connotations of the term fir Érenn 

prevented it from being used to describe Lugaid’s followers, with 

its usage instead being restricted to the followers of the rightful 

king of Ireland, in this case Art mac Chuinn.1134 Nonetheless, 

even the suggestion of a distinction between Goídil and Albanaig 

is remarkable and provides a salutary reminder that the use of 

identifying terminology was rarely static in this period and varied 

considerably according to context. 

                                                 
1133 O’Daly, ‘Cath Maige Muccrama’, §19, pp 44–5. 
1134 O’Daly, ‘Cath Maige Muccrama’, §48, pp 52–3, §44, pp 52–3; Herbert, 
‘Rí Éirenn, Rí Alban’, Simon Taylor (ed.), Kings, clerics and chronicles in 
Scotland 500–1297, p. 64. There is also the possibility here that Alba is 
referring to Pictland and Albanaig to the Picts, though given the date of this 
tale’s composition such an explanation appears less likely. 
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In a similar manner, Immram Curaig Maíle Dúin, a voyaging 

tale dated by Johnston to the late ninth or early tenth century, also 

sheds light on the fluidity of identity. 1135 Here the protagonist, 

during the course of his wanderings, comes across four ascetics 

who had made their homes on small isolated islands and, while 

the origins of one go unmentioned, the other three tell him how 

they ended up there. As to their identities, one of the men states 

that he is of the men of Ireland (‘do feraib Érenn damsa’), 

another that he is the fifteenth man of the community of Brendan 

of Birr, and the third that he is ‘from Tory (ó Thoraich)’.1136 All 

come from an Irish milieu, yet only one explicitly identifies 

himself with the island.1137 However, these identifications should 

perhaps be interpreted as reflecting the literary purposes of the 

author rather than any wider questions of identity. For example, 

the pilgrim from Brendan’s community is important because he 

forms a link between the renowned saint and Máel Dúin’s party. 

Moreover, it seems that Brendan was so famous that the writer 

did not have to explain who the saint was to his intended 

                                                 
1135 Elva Johnston, ‘A sailor on the seas of Faith: The Individual and the 
Church in “The voyage of Máel Dúin”’, Judith Devlin, Howard B. Clarke 
(eds), European Encounters: Essays in memory of Albert Lovett (Dublin, 
2003), pp 239–52, p. 240.    
1136 H.P.A. Oskamp (ed. and trans.), The voyage of Máel Dúin: a study in 
Early Irish voyage literature followed by an edition of Immram Curaig Máele 
Dúin from the Yellow Book of Lecan in Trinity College Dublin (Groningen, 
1970), §19, pp 138–9, §30, pp 160–1, §33, pp 168–9. The identification of the 
hermit with the community of Brendan of Birr, rather than Brendan of 
Clonfert – the saint immortalised in the Navigatio tradition – is somewhat odd, 
though Ó Riain has posited that the cults of the two saints may have 
significantly overlapped, which could then explain the author’s confusion of 
the two figures; Ó Riain, ‘Bréanainn of Birr’, Dictionary of Irish saints, p. 114. 
1137 In the later poetic version of the tale, the first two clerics are said to have 
come from ‘tír Gaedhel’, which Oskamp translates as Ireland, for which see 
Oskamp, The voyage of Máel Dúin, §19, pp 138–9, §30, pp 164–5. An 
interesting parallel to this can be found in Immram Snédgusa ocus mac Ríagla, 
where one of the men the clerics encounter identifies himself as being of the 
men of the Goídil. However, though T.O. Clancy dates this story c. 900, Kevin 
Murray has more recently dated it to c. 1000 and thus it has not been discussed 
in this thesis. Nonetheless, the two references amply demonstrate the growing 
importance of a Gaelic identity during the Middle Irish period, for which see 
Thomas Owen Clancy, ‘Subversion at sea: structure, style and intent in the 
Immrama’, Wooding (ed.), the Otherworld voyage, pp 194–225, p. 198; Kevin 
Murray, ‘The voyaging of St Columba’s clerics’, John Carey, Emma nic 
Cárthaigh, Caitríona Ó Dochartaigh (eds), End and Beyond: medieval Irish 
eschatology vol. II (Aberystwyth, 2014), pp 761–823, pp 764–5. 
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audience.1138 Similarly, Tory is important to the story of the third 

hermit as he was formerly a malicious man who made money 

exploiting the church on that island, being so brazen that he once 

tried to violate the grave of a holy man buried there before being 

convinced to repent. Therefore, his relationship with Tory helps 

clarify why he became a hermit in the first place. The connection 

to Ireland is thus only important in the story of the first pilgrim, 

as it is the sod of Irish soil that he takes with him and which 

eventually turns into an island that the author wishes to 

emphasise. Moreover, the fact that the man’s kindred – whose 

souls surrounded him in the form of birds – is not explicitly 

named seems to reflect the tale’s insistence that it is Ireland as a 

whole, rather than a specific dynastic territory, which is sacred 

and blessed by God. 

A ninth-century provenance has also been suggested for the 

king-list known as Baile in Scáil, though the extant text appears 

to have been redacted at some point in the eleventh century.1139 

Its story revolves around a visit of Conn Cétcathach to the 

Otherworld along with his druids and poets, where he was told 

who would hold the sovereignty of Ireland after him.1140 The list 

consists mostly – though not exclusively – of the descendants of 

Conn, including members of the Connachta and Airgíalla, 

strongly indicating that the work was created in Leth Chuinn. Yet 

despite its evident focus on the kingship of Ireland, the conquests 

of some of these rulers were not bounded by Ireland’s shores.1141 

For example, Lugaid mac Con was prophesied to lead an 

expedition to the Orkneys and fight twenty-seven battles 

                                                 
1138 It is possible that the text was written by a member of the Columban 
familia, as Brendan of Birr is given a prominent place in much of the 
Columban literature. Similarly, the church on the island of Tory was dedicated 
to St Columba, making this attribution more likely; Ó Riain, ‘Bréanainn of 
Birr’, Dictionary of Irish saints, p. 114; Oskamp, The voyage of Máel Dúin, p. 
56.  
1139 Murray, Baile in Scáil, p. 4. 
1140 Murray, Baile in Scáil, §§1–9, pp 33–5, pp 50–1. 
1141 Murray, Baile in Scáil, §7, p. 34, p. 51.  
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there.1142 Níall Noígiallach was also said to have taken four 

hostages from overseas, one each from the men of Alba, the 

British, the Saxons and the Franks, clearly reflecting the later 

version of his death-tale, suggesting that it may have been added 

by a redactor.1143 Expeditions to western Britain and the Alps are 

also ascribed to the Connacht king Ailill Molt, despite the fact 

that most other accounts attribute these to his father Nath Í, who 

intriguingly goes unmentioned in BS.1144 In addition, Níall’s son 

Loíguire was said to have been exalted by ‘many lands and many 

languages’, indicative of successful ventures overseas.1145 Yet, all 

of these external conquests appear to have been short-lived and 

are placed before the coming of Patrick and Christianity, 

suggesting the pseudo-historical nature of these achievements. 

Indeed, Lugaid’s battles in the Orkneys appear to reflect his 

achievements in Alba as told in Cath Maige Muccrama, before 

his triumphant return to Ireland.1146 The achievements of Nath 

Í/Ailill Molt, the only kings of the Uí Fhiachrach who were 

asserted to have ruled at Tara, are harder to account for, though 

Byrne has suggested that they are mere doublets for those of 

Níall, whom Baile in Scáil places directly before Ailill.1147 Be 

that as it may, it is evident that, despite occasional and invariably 

legendary accounts of battles and expeditions beyond the island 

which resulted in temporary overlordship, the kings’ rule over 

Ireland remained constant and was the focus of their kingship, as 

can be seen by the personification of Irish sovereignty in this tale 

as a beautiful young woman who dispenses ale, in keeping with 

                                                 
1142 Murray, Baile in Scáil, §12, p. 36, p. 53. 
1143 Murray, Baile in Scáil, §18, p. 39, p. 56; see Chapter II Section 5.2 above. 
1144 Murray, Baile in Scáil, §20, p. 39, pp 56–7; the expedition of Nath Í to the 
Alps is recounted in Aided Nath Í ocus a Adnacol, for an edition of which see 
John O’Donovan (ed. and trans.), The genealogies, tribes and customs of Hy-
Fiachrach, commonly called O’Dowda’s country (Dublin, 1844), pp 16–33; 
Byrne, IKHK, pp 77–8. 
1145 Murray, Baile in Scáil, §21, p. 39, p. 57. 
1146 Margaret E. Dobbs, ‘Who was Lugaid Mac Con?’ JRSAI 60 (1930), 165–
87, 168, 178. 
1147 Byrne, IKHK, pp 77–8. 
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the sovereignty goddess motif.1148 Therefore, lordship over 

Ireland is seen as fixed and immutable, passing from Conn all the 

way to Flann Cinuch, ‘last ruler of Ireland’, the end of whose 

reign would herald the beginning of the End-Times.1149 

Furthermore, though the text at several points mentions that some 

of these kings secured the hostages of the Goídil, it is never made 

explicit that this was as a result of an expedition to Gaelic Alba, 

meaning it is also possible that the author was simply referring to 

the Goídil of Ireland, excluding the Albanaig as a separate 

category much like in CMM.1150 

Several other texts from this era also contain ambiguous 

references to the Goídil. For example, in Talland Étair, the men 

of southern Leinster fear being satirized by the poet Atherne, who 

threatens to leave an insult on them so that they would not be 

able to hold up their faces in front of the Goídil.1151 This could 

reflect an idea that their shame would be known throughout the 

Gaelic-speaking world, though the fact that Atherne only visits 

Irish kingdoms in this tale is once more suggestive of a sense of 

separation between Ireland and Alba.1152 Indeed, the early tenth-

century legal tract known as Cró ⁊ Díbad cites the ‘authorities of 

the Goídil (huctaru na nGaídel)’ for the laws it details – rather 

than the Féni of the seventh- and eighth-century texts – but 

explicitly limits the remit of these laws to the island of Ireland, 

                                                 
1148 Murray, Baile in Scáil, §6, §8, p. 34, p. 51; for an overview of this motif, 
see Proinsias MacCana, ‘Aspects of the Theme of King and Goddess in Irish 
Literature [Part I]’, Études Celtiques 7 (1955–1956), 76–114, 76–8; for a 
critique of the overzealous application of this motif by some scholars, see 
Erica J. Sessle, ‘Exploring the limitations of the sovereignty goddess through 
the role of Rhiannon’, Proceeding of the Harvard Celtic Colloquium 14 
(1994), 9–13, 9–10.  
1149 Murray, Baile in Scáil, §65, p. 49, p. 67.  
1150 Murray, Baile in Scáil, §22, p. 40, p. 57, §30, p. 41, p. 58, §31, p. 41, p. 58, 
§42, p. 42, p. 60, §43, p. 43, p. 60, §48, p. 45, p. 63, §52, p. 46, p. 64 §59, p. 
47, p. 66. 
1151 Caoimhín Ó Dónaill gives a date of composition no earlier than the latter 
half of the Old Irish period, and the presence of several Middle Irish forms 
would push this date closer to 900, for which see Caoimhín Ó Dónaill (ed. and 
trans.), Talland Étair: A critical edition with introduction, translation, textual 
notes bibliography and vocabulary (Maynooth, 2005), p. 39, p. 44, p. 53. 
1152 Ó Dónaill, Talland Étair, pp 43–5, pp 52–4; he is said to have visited 
Connacht, southern Connacht, Munster, south Leinster and Leinster. 
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having them ratified by Patrick and the men of Ireland.1153 

Therefore the use of the term Goídil in a source does not 

necessarily imply that it is referring to all Gaelic-speaking 

peoples, and it can on occasion be used in a specifically Irish 

context.  

The fluidity of the term can also be seen in a poem mourning 

the death of the Munster king Cormac mac Cuilennáin, which 

James Carney believes to be contemporary and which asserts that 

both commoners and nobles of the Goídil lamented his 

passing.1154 It is unclear whether the poet was including Gaelic 

Britain in this, though the fact that Cormac’s death is recorded in 

both CKA and AC may suggest that his passing was also mourned 

outside of Ireland, regardless of the poet’s intended meaning.1155 

As for Cormac’s own ideas about Gaelic and Irish identity, 

these may be preserved in Sanas Cormaic, a glossary text 

traditionally attributed to him, though the actual process of 

compilation remains heavily debated.1156 Be that as it may, 

though the Goídil in this text are primarily portrayed as a 

linguistic group – retaining the older sense of the term – they also 

appear as a culturally homogenous entity, sharing gods, stories 

and even units of measurement.1157 Several entries also refer to 

                                                 
1153 Kevin Murray, ‘A Middle-Irish tract on Cró and Díbad’, Smyth (ed.), 
Seanchas, pp 251–60, pp 251–2, §1, p. 252, §3, pp 252–3; Idem, ‘the dating of 
Branwen: the “Irish question” revisited’, John Carey, Kevin Murray, Caitríona 
Ó Dochartaigh (eds), Sacred Histories: a Festschrift for Máire Herbert 
(Dublin, 2015), pp 247–50, pp 248–9 n. 11. This text also provides a clear 
legal foundation for the overlordship of the king of Ireland, who is mentioned 
as receiving subordinate provincial kings into his house. 
1154 James Carney (ed. and trans.), ‘The Ó Cianáin Miscellany’, Ériu 21 (1969), 
122–47, ii: ‘On the Death of Cormacc macc Cuilennáin’, 140–2. 
1155 For more on these sources see Chapter III Section 2.1 above. 
1156 For a discussion of the date and manner of compilation of the Glossary, 
see Paul Russell, ‘The sounds of a silence: the growth of Cormac’s Glossary’, 
CMCS 15 (1988), 1–30; idem, ‘Poets, power and possessions in medieval 
Ireland: some stories from Sanas Cormaic’, Joseph Eska (ed.), law, literature 
and society: CSANA Yearbook 7 (Dublin, 2008), pp 9–45. 
1157 John O’Donovan (trans.), Whitley Stokes (ed.), Sanas Chormaic: 
Cormac’s Glossary (Calcutta, 1868); Kuno Meyer (ed.), ‘Sanas Cormaic: An 
Old-Irish glossary’, Osborn Bergin, Richard I. Best, Kuno Meyer, J.G. 
O’Keeffe (eds), Anecdota from Irish manuscripts vol. IV (Halle & Dublin, 
1912). See, for example, the entries ‘Ana’ (Stokes & O’Donovan, Sanas, p.4; 
Meyer, ‘Sanas’, p. 3), ‘Brigit’ (Stokes & O’Donovan, Sanas, p. 23; Meyer 
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Gaelic settlement and domination of Britain. For example, in an 

entry on Mug-Éime, the first lapdog that came to Ireland, the 

Goídil were said to have been just as numerous in Britain as they 

were in Ireland, and had divided the former into districts amongst 

themselves so that each kin-group had the same amount of 

territory in both islands. Indeed, Crimthann mac Fidaig, the 

legendary Munster ruler, was said to have been king of Britain 

and Ireland, further reinforcing this notion of Gaelic mastery over 

Britain, though once again this isolated reference should be seen 

as an attempt to explain events from the distant past rather than 

reflecting a tenth-century aspiration to politically unite the two 

islands.1158 

Nevertheless, the glossary also contains several entries which 

indicate a continued cultural affinity between Ireland and its 

insular neighbours. In the entry on ‘Prull’ for example, the 

daughter of ua Dulsaine, a female poet who had embarked on a 

poet’s circuit of Ireland, Man and Alba, is made to ecounter 

Senchán Torpéist, who himself was on his way to make a circuit 

of Man, highlighting the fact that poets from Ireland not only 

practised their art in their place of birth but also travelled across 

the Gaelic world.1159 These three islands are also linked together 

in the entry on ‘Trefot’ where they were said to have been 

simultaneously created through magic, which is perhaps to be 

understood as further demonstrating the affinity they shared due 

                                                                                                           
‘Sanas’, p. 15) and ‘Neit’ [also spelled ‘Néid’] (Stokes & O’Donovan, Sanas, 
p. 122; Meyer, ‘Sanas’, p. 92 under ‘Néid’) for gods; see ‘Fé’( Stokes & 
O’Donovan, Sanas, p. 75; Meyer, ‘Sanas’, pp 49–50) and ‘Puingcne’ (Stokes 
and O’Donovan, Sanas, p. 134; Meyer, ‘Sanas’, p. 90) for units of 
measurement; see ‘Nescoit’ (Stokes & O’Donovan, Sanas, p. 123; Meyer, 
‘Sanas’, pp 83–4) for stories and see ‘Cruimther’ (Stokes & O’Donovan, 
Sanas, p. 30; Meyer, ‘Sanas’, pp 19–20), ‘Fíne’ (Stokes & O’Donovan, Sanas, 
p. 71; Meyer, ‘Sanas’, p. 47), ‘Sroll’ (Stokes & O’Donovan, Sanas, p. 148; 
Meyer, ‘Sanas’, p. 100) and ‘Mo-de-broth’ (Stokes & O’Donovan, Sanas, p. 
106; Meyer, ‘Sanas’, p. 72) for its linguistic use. 
1158 ‘Mug-Éime’: Stokes & O’Donovan, Sanas,  pp 111–2; Meyer, ‘Sanas’, pp 
75–6. 
1159 Máirín Ní Dhonnchadha (ed. and trans.), ‘the Prull narrative in Sanas 
Cormaic’, John Carey et al. (eds), Cín Chille Cúile, pp 163–77, pp 164–7. 
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to their common Gaelic culture.1160 This sense of a Gaelic 

cultural identity is also suggested by author of the ‘Prull’ 

narrative in his description of the clothing of Senchán and his 

companions as the finest of ‘the nobles of the Goídil (flathe fer 

nGoídel)’. However, in this tale we also find a reference to a 

more specific sense of Irishness when Senchán is acclaimed as 

the poet of all Ireland, and as the formula of this title echoes that 

of ‘rí Érenn uile’, it appears that the cohesion of the island’s 

social and political institutions is once again being emphasised, 

highlighting the existence of a distinctive communal sense of 

Irish identity.1161 

Several other entries in Sanas Cormaic also elucidate this 

feeling of Irishness. For example, some of the pagan gods 

formerly worshipped by the Goídil were said to have been 

specifically Irish deities, while the word Goídelg, referring to the 

Gaelic language, is glossed as ‘guth-Elg .i. guth Érendach, 

meaning ‘Irish voice’, showing once again that Goídil and Irish 

were on occasion considered interchangeable and that the former 

could at times be merely equated with the latter.1162 In another 

entry, Dían Cecht is called ‘sui leigis Érend’, mirroring the title 

given by AFM to Máel Odor mac Trindid at his obit. Interestingly, 

Máel Odor was also acclaimed as ‘sui leigis Gaedel’ by AU, 

further testifying to the potential for equation between the two 

terms, though as AFM  is a later source its testimony should of 

course be treated with caution.1163 

The glossary also contains references to the idea of a kingship 

of Ireland, especially in its entry on Caisel, which is said to have 

                                                 
1160 ‘Trefot’: Stokes & O’Donovan, Sanas, p. 163; Meyer, ‘Sanas’, p. 110; for 
more on the extensive trade links between these islands, see the entries ‘Coire 
Breccáin’ (Stokes & O’Donovan, Sanas, pp 41–2, Meyer, ‘Sanas’, pp 27–8) 
and ‘Mannán mac Lír’ (Stokes & O’Donovan, Sanas, p. 114, Meyer, ‘Sanas’, 
p. 78); Russell, ‘Poets, Power and Possessions’, p. 27. 
1161 Ní Dhonnchadha, ‘the Prull narrative in Sanas Cormaic’, John Carey et al. 
(eds), Cín Chille Cúile, pp 164–7. 
1162 ‘Goídelg’: Stokes & O’Donovan, Sanas, p. 89; Meyer, ‘Sanas’, p. 61. 
1163 ‘Dían Cecht’: Stokes & O’Donovan, Sanas, p. 56; Meyer, ‘Sanas’, pp 36–
7; AU, 862.7, pp 318–9; AFM, s.a. 860 [862], pp 494–5. 
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derived its name from ‘cís-áil’ meaning ‘rock of tribute’, so-

called for the tribute which the men of Ireland brought to that 

place.1164 Given the suspected Munster provenance of the source, 

such an interpretation of the name is unsurprising, reiterating as it 

does Munster’s claim to the kingship of all Ireland. Similarly, 

Femen, the name of the plain that surrounds Cashel, is said to be 

derived from Fe and Men, the names of ‘the two kings of the 

oxen of Ireland (dá rí damraithe Érend)’, perhaps a way of 

extolling the superior fertility of the Munster heartlands and 

suggesting the political pre-eminence of the kingdom over its 

Irish rivals.1165 Yet despite this Munster bias, it is possible that at 

least some material of Uí Néill provenance made its way into the 

glossary. This is suggested by the poem attached to the entry ‘Fé’, 

which calls a certain Flann ‘ríg Goídel ocus Gall’. The date of 

this poem, as well as the figure it commemorates, remains 

uncertain, though John O’Donovan suggested that the poem’s 

subject was Flann Sinna, which if correct would mean that it was 

written in 916 at the earliest, eight years after Cormac’s own 

death.1166 In the version of the poem preserved in YBL, Ireland is 

said to be without a deg-ollam following Flann’s death, an 

assertion which seems to imply Flann’s position as king of 

Ireland.1167 The title ríg Goídel ocus Gall would also be of great 

interest if an early date for this poem could be proven. However, 

as Mulhaire has recently observed, this type of acclamation more 

neatly fits into the discussion of ‘imperial kingship’ that was 

                                                 
1164 ‘Cashel’: Stokes & O’Donovan, Sanas, p. 33; Meyer, ‘Sanas’, p. 32.   
1165 ‘Femen’: Stokes & O’Donovan, Sanas, p. 74; Meyer, ‘Sanas’, p. 49. 
1166 Stokes & O’ Donovan, Sanas, p. 75. 
1167 ‘Fé’: Stokes & O’Donovan, Sanas, p. 75; Meyer, ‘Sanas’, p. 50. The 
version containing Ére is found in YBL, whereas the version of the line 
translated by O’Donovan is found in the Leabhar Breac; for a concordance of 
these entries see The Irish Glossaries Database 
(asnc.cam.ac.uk/irishglossaries). The term ollam was occasionally used in the 
law-tracts to signify a superior king, for which see Uraicecht Becc, CIH, 
1590–1618, 634–655, 2318–2335; MacNeill, ‘Law of status or franchise’, § 56, 
p. 281; Daniel Binchy (ed. and trans.), ‘Bretha Déin Chécht’, Ériu 20 (1966), § 
2, pp 22–3; Deg-ollam therefore could be interpreted as ‘best of overkings’.  
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common in the late tenth and eleventh centuries, which indicates 

that this poem was probably a later interpolation.1168 

Nonetheless, it is clear that the literati of the late ninth 

century commonly conceived of a kingship of all-Ireland in their 

writings, further suggesting that this political entity had become 

normalised in the minds of the elite at this time. Though there 

were occasional references to conquests made beyond Ireland’s 

shores, these gains were always temporary and were invariably 

assigned to ancient, generally pre-Patrician kings, whose exploits 

quite literally had become the stuff of legend. Furthermore, 

though these writers did acknowledge the existence of a common 

Gaelic cultural identity, it is clear that Irish identity was far more 

important to their self-perception, especially as several references 

to the Goídil can be shown to have applied specifically to the 

men of Ireland. Thus it appears that, despite the shift towards 

Gaelic-based terminology at this time, a pan-Gaelic identity did 

not emerge to replace the earlier idea of an Irish identity, which 

continued to manifest itself in the discourse surrounding the 

political community of the fir Érenn and the kingship of Ireland.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1168 Mulhaire, Kingship, pp 91–112. 



 318 

Conclusion 

 

When dealing with issues of identity it is important to remember 

that such concepts are notoriously fluid, and the historian who 

seeks to define and clarify them does so at their own peril. Indeed, 

throughout this thesis problems have been highlighted and 

solutions sought to questions that can never be satisfactorily 

answered, owing to the ambiguous nature of the evidence, as well 

as the inherent nebulousness of identity itself.1169 However, 

despite these limitations, it is still possible to make some general 

points about the nature and development of identity in Ireland in 

the three centuries covered by this thesis, and to point to areas in 

this field which merit further analysis. 

With regard to the seventh century, it seems quite clear that 

the idea of a common identity based solely on co-habitation of 

the island of Ireland was already present in Columbanus’s day. 

Whether it was a recent innovation or a notion that was already 

of considerable antiquity is not – and probably never can be – 

known, but evidently it served as a useful means to unite clerics 

from a myriad of family and regional backgrounds who lived and 

studied together in the country’s many monasteries, and, in the 

cases of Fursa and Columbanus, helped clerics based in Britain 

and on the Continent to retain a connection to their place of birth. 

This is particularly true for Columbanus, whose decision to 

identify himself with the people of Ireland as a whole must surely 

                                                 
1169 Joep Leerssen sums this up well in the following quote: ‘If I may be 
allowed to adduce my own experience as evidence, I can point out that in 
social traffic my local background is defined by my home village, Mheer, 
when I am in the company of people from other, nearby villages; by home 
province, Limburg, when in the North of the Netherlands; by state citizenship 
(Dutch) when in Germany or France; and I pass as a European in America.’; 
Joep Leerssen, Mere Irish and Fíor-Ghael: Studies in the idea of Irish 
nationality its development and literary expression prior to the nineteenth 
century (first edition, Amsterdam, 1986; second edition, Cork, 1996), p. 22. 
This is more succinctly put by Linda Colley, who points out that ‘Identities are 
not like hats. Human beings can and do put on several at a time.’ Linda Colley, 
Britons: Forging the Nation 1707–1837 (first edition, New Haven, CT, 1992; 
this edition, London, 2003), p. 6. 
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reflect his own life experience, having been born and raised in 

Leinster but taught by Comgall and Sinilis in Ulaid. However, 

Irish identity was far from being merely a convenient form of 

expression, and his extolling of the virtues of the Irish to the pope 

shows that the identification meant something to him. 1170 His 

decision to speak of ‘sumus, toti Iberi’ could of course also come 

down to the more prosaic fact that the vast majority of his 

Continental counterparts – the pope probably included – had 

never heard of Leinster or Ulster, but many had quite possibly 

heard of Hibernia, which featured in the works of many Classical 

writers. On the other hand, we have also seen that Columbanus 

did not only think of himself as an Iberus, and he also referred to 

himself as a Scottus and a Westerner (Occidentalis). Clearly, he 

could still choose to define himself in more ways than one, yet it 

is his Irish identity which is the most prominent. 

This ascendancy over other forms of identification is also 

found in the works of ecclesiastical writers later in the century, 

especially, though not exclusively, those of Armagh, who stress 

Patrick’s – and as a corollary his successors’ – divinely appointed 

right to rule over the entire island. With these writers we glimpse 

the idea of Ireland as a single administrative unit, but one that is 

expressly limited to an ecclesiastical setting. Though Muirchú 

and Tírechán did imagine vigorous earthly kingship, they never 

explicitly refer to an all-Ireland kingdom, as seen by the fact that 

Loíguire was said to rule over almost the entire island, and not its 

entirety. This did not mean however that such an idea was 

completely unknown to a secular audience, as can be seen in the 

Leinster genealogical poems, which also date to this time and 

which explicitly mention Tara as the seat of an island-wide 

kingship. Furthermore, it is also probable that Uí Néill kings like 

Domnall mac Áedo – the first to be acclaimed as rex Hiberniae 

by the annals – and Fínnsnechtae Fledach – the king for whom 

                                                 
1170 See Chapter I Section 1.1 above. 
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Baile Chuinn was probably written – had also been influenced by 

this idea. 

That being said, the former’s acclamation as rex Scottorum in 

a seventh-century poem should serve as a reminder that there 

were probably numerous conceptions of political identity current 

at the time, though the popularity and durability of the concept of 

a kingship based exclusively on Ireland is undeniable, even 

making its way into the notoriously conservative law-tracts. 

While explicit references in these texts to a kingship of Ireland 

are few and far between – though not wholly absent – it is the 

assertion of the existence of the fir Érenn as a united political and 

legal community in the laws which indicates approval for a single 

all-Ireland polity. Such a polity was also approved of by 

Adomnán, as can be seen in his acclamation of Diarmait mac 

Cerbaill as rex totius Scotiae in the Vita Columbae, as well as the 

title given to Loingsech mac Óengusso in the guarantor list for 

the cáin he implemented at Birr.  That Adomnán approved of the 

idea of a kingship of Ireland is especially interesting considering 

his position as abbot of Iona, which had many daughter-houses in 

both Ireland and Britain. Despite this, he still insisted on two 

distinct kingships for the two islands. Furthermore, his consistent 

differentiation of the Irish Scotti from the Scotti Britanniae 

further testifies to the paramount importance of the island as a 

marker of identity, regardless of the presence of the same culture-

group on both sides of the North Channel.  

The existence of this psychological barrier between the two 

islands is worthy of note and deserves more detailed analysis, but, 

even from this preliminary sketch, it is clear that it was profound 

and well-attested even in the earliest sources. That is not to say 

that no deep links existed between the two, especially between 

Ireland and the Gaelic community of northern Britain, with 

whom they shared language, laws and literature. But politically, 

they were almost always kept separate, despite occasional 

glimpses in the literature of legendary kings of both Ireland and 
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Alba like Crimthann mac Fidaig and Níall Noígiallach. However, 

even here we can clearly see that the two were thought to form 

distinct and separate entities; there was no Scotia that straddled 

the divide, no embryonic notion of a Gaelic nation-state. Instead, 

as Adomnán and Notker attest, Scotia and Hibernia were, in the 

early medieval period, viewed as one and the same, to the 

exclusion of the Goídil of Britain.1171 

Here it should be noted again that Gaelic identity itself was 

slow in evolving, as we can see by the relatively late appearance 

of the word Goídel in Old Irish, its initial use solely as a 

linguistic term, and the existence of the Féni, Ulaid and Laigin as 

distinct ‘ethnicities’ at times in the law-tracts.1172 Furthermore, it 

appears that the term only became commonplace as a marker of 

identity after the advent of the Vikings in the ninth century and, 

though there is admittedly some evidence of the use of Goídel in 

the late eighth century as a personal name, the centrality of the 

Vikings to the rapid rise of a Gaelic identity is supported by the 

increased usage of this terminology in the annals and the 

literature from the ninth century onwards, as well as in the 

proliferation of material concerning the Irish origin myth in this 

period. Yet, despite this newfound focus on a Gaelic identity, 

there are indications that its use was frequently restricted to refer 

solely to the Gaelic inhabitants of Ireland rather than the Goídil 

as a whole. Once more the attitude towards Gaelic Alba appears 

ambivalent. Instead of reinforcing cross-Channel ties – which 

nonetheless were still of great importance throughout this period 

– the growing emphasis on the Goídil appears to have been 

mostly to distinguish the Irish from the incoming Gaill, with the 

two terms frequently found counterpoised in the sources. 

Of course this rigid distinction between Gaill and Goídil in 

the literature does not fully reflect the reality of the situation, as 

                                                 
1171 Cf. Duncan, who believed that Bede may have applied the term Scotia to 
Argyll; Duncan, ‘Bede, Iona, and the Picts’, Davis, Wallace-Hadrill et al. (eds), 
The writing of history in the middle ages, p. 3. 
1172 See the Introduction and Chapter I Section 3.3 above. 
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the numerous intermarriages and alliances between the two 

groups attest. Nonetheless, the refusal of the literati to include 

the Vikings in the Milesian scheme, despite their inclusion of 

other non-Gaelic peoples, is itself significant and once more 

suggests the existence of a psychological barrier between these 

two peoples, one which was never fully broken down despite 

centuries of interaction and assimilation. Therefore, it seems that 

for Gaelic identity to truly thrive in Ireland, it needed an ever-

present out-group, the Gaill, against which it could define itself. 

In the absence of this out-group, the writers of the period, as 

has been shown above, frequently used the term fir Érenn to 

convey a sense of ‘ethnic’ Irishness, and, though its usage 

declined somewhat with the rise of Gaelic identity, this 

‘circumlocution’ was never fully discarded, and continued to be 

used throughout the medieval period.1173 The pre-existence of 

such a community was crucial to the conception of a kingship of 

Ireland, and in both the literature and politics of this era, despite 

the obliqueness of the source material, we see kings leading or 

attempting to legislate for this community. This indicates that, 

despite the gap of over 150 years between the obits Loingsech 

and Máel Sechnaill during which AU do not acknowledge any 

king as rí Érenn, the idea was never moribund and continued to 

influence writers and rulers alike. However, much like the 

renewed focus on Gaelic identity evident from the late ninth 

century, the idea of a kingship of Ireland also became the focus 

of increased attention following the establishment of permanent 

Viking camps along Ireland’s coasts and rivers. This can be seen 

most clearly in the reigns of Máel Sechnaill and his son Flann 

Sinna, both of whom claimed the title for themselves, not only on 

High-Crosses at important church-sites but also, in Flann’s case 

at least, on book-shrines and in poetry. Again, we must be wary 

of imputing these changes to particular kings as it could simply 

                                                 
1173 David Greene, The Irish language (Dublin, 1966), p. 11. 
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be a trick of the ever-expanding body of extant source material. 

Yet it does appear that the ninth century marks a decisive shift 

towards the prevalence of a Gaelic ‘ethnic’ identity in Ireland, 

though the king of Ireland was still perceived as the apical 

political ruler. What is more, the rights and responsibilities of this 

figure now began to be outlined in some detail by the literati, 

who had until that point been content with vague allusions and 

few explicit references to his powers. 

In describing all of this it is important to remember that 

Ireland did not exist in a bubble, isolated from developments 

elsewhere. It was, in fact, a full participant in the affairs of 

Western Europe, and while this has for some time been 

recognised in the ecclesiastical sphere, the secular dimension of 

this interaction has for the most part been ignored. But it is clear 

that Irish kings had significant contact with their Carolingian 

counterparts, and the latter sent at least one – though probably 

more – diplomatic missions to the island. Moreover, an 

examination of the Continental annalistic compilations reveals 

that links between Ireland and Europe may also have been 

exploited by the Vikings, as both Ireland and Francia appear to 

have been targeted by the same Viking bands, and this is 

especially true of the western regions of Gaul, which had 

extensive pre-existing trade links with Ireland. Indeed, though 

admittedly a somewhat unlikely prospect, these connections may 

even have something to do with the adoption of the term Gaill as 

a name for the Vikings in the first place.1174 Be that as it may, it 

remains inescapable that Ireland must be approached within a 

wider European context, and it should not be seen, as some have, 

as an idiosyncratic anomaly.1175 

                                                 
1174 Alex Woolf has similarly suggested a Gallic origin for much of the Great 
Army that ravaged England in the late ninth century, and draws attention to 
the fact that this force appears to have been called Dubgaill by the Irish 
sources, for which see Woolf, From Pictland to Alba, pp 71–2.  
1175 For a good example of this, see Proinsias Mac Cana, ‘Regnum and 
Sacerdotium: Notes on Irish tradition’, Proceedings of the British Academy 65 
(1979), 443–479. 
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Furthermore, external influences also helped to shape the 

work of Irish clerics who stayed at home, especially those 

concerned with the origin myth. These writers sought a place for 

the Goídil within the biblical and Greco-Roman framework of 

world history by claiming their descent from Noah and hence 

back to Adam and the Creation. Such a yearning to accommodate 

themselves with Christian universal history should also remind us 

that ‘national’ identity was just one part of a person’s self-

perception and was not the only form of identity which 

stimulated the pens of the literati. Yet, in many ways, ‘national’ 

identity has had – and indeed continues to have – the greatest 

influence on the history of the island of Ireland and its inhabitants, 

and while the idea of a kingship of all-Ireland has faded away 

into obscurity, its core message of Irish political unity remains 

just as elusive and as sought after – rightly or wrongly – today as 

it was 1,100 years ago.              
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